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It’s all good fun until 
Wizard shoots the food 


At the beginning of March, Rockstar shared the news that GIA Online set 
а new all-time high for player numbers in 2020 — not а bad achievement 
for a game that’s been running for over seven years. At the same time it 
revealed that over half of the players who took on the game’s most recent 
heist chose to do so alone. And on one level, yes, this feels like something 
worth celebrating: the option to run these types of mission solo has been 
requested countless times among the game’s enormous playerbase, and 
here was proof that (a) Rockstar was listening, and (b) it wasn't wasting its 
energy creating a heist that could scale successfully between one and four 
players. But at the same time, isn't the data also saying that in reality a 
huge amount of players aren't interested in the Online part of the game's 
title at all? That what they really want is more singleplayer GTA? 

We get it. When your teammates include the one who always barges 
his way to the best stuff first, the one who sprints in blindly and is ripped 
to pieces immediately, and the one who can always be relied on to turn 
up on time but is mostly useless because he couldn't hit a cow’s arse with 
a banjo, it tends to chip away at the desire to play games together online 
all of the time. But equally, where would we be without the ability to 
connect with friends in this way at this particular moment in time? 

For this issue's cover game, working effectively as a group is something 
of a prerequisite — the clue is right there with the number in the title, just as 
it was with the duo of zombie-slaughtering classics on which it's built. 
Turtle Rock Studios sure has taken its time with Back 4 Blood, but our 
experiences so far – resulting in only a modest number of fallings-out – 
suggest that the wait will be worth it. Our hands-on report begins on p54. 

Finally, spare a thought for Ed Logg, who had to go to war with Atari's 
marketing department (why is it always the marketing department?) in 
order to pave the way for the likes of Back 4 Blood via the trailblazing 
Gauntlet way back т 1985. He tells his story in Collected Works (p68). 
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The harder 
they fall 


Cyberpunk 2077's disastrous launch asks 


questions of the blockbuster business model 


ow that the launch dust has settled, it 

feels like a reasonable moment to 
pause and reflect on the Cyberpunk 2077 
story — not only because it may help in 
identifying danger signs in the future. There 
are two big things to note before digging 
into the disast 
and release, though. First, the game has 
already made a lot of money, albeit 
significantly less than expected. Shifting 
13 million copies in its first ten days, the 
game briefly made CD Projekt the most 
valuable company in Poland, before news 
of catastrophic bugs kicked the stock price 


ers around its development 


into reverse. At the time of writing it's the 
biggest game launch ever in terms of 
digital sales, grossing $609 million via 
those channels as of December 31. 

From the perspective of CD Projekt's 
management, the worst is arguably in the 
past now. Given enough patching and 
expressions of regret, Cyberpunk 2077 
may eventually even be deemed a 
success, a lateflowering Early Access title 
in all but name, similar to Fallout 76 and 
№ Man’ Sky. As things stand today, it 
remains a game with many strengths, and 
CD Projekt has money to burn fixing up its 


weaknesses. The danger is that the story 
of its redemption will eventually eclipse 
the lessons of its failures. 

The second factor to keep in mind is 
that while Cyberpunk 20775 creation 
appears to have been especially 
blighted — whether you're talking about 
the transphobia of its marketing or the 
studio’s culture of overwork = its notoriety 
is as much a question of visibility as 
anything. The unfortunate truth is that 
there is nothing unique about this 


game's circumstances. Mismanagement, 
crunch, discrimination, issues around 
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CD Projekt has big 
plans for post-launch 
support, although 
clearly the original 
road map didn't 
account for such 
bumpy beginnings № 


KNOWLEDGE 
CYBERPUNK 2077 


EPILEPSY 
WARNING 

Nothing illustrates 
Cyberpunk 2077's 
rushed and overloaded 
development more 
horribly than the 
inclusion of light 
sequences that risk 
triggering epileptic 
reactions, as reported 
by Game Informer 
reviewer Liana 
Ruppert, who 
experienced a grand 
mal seizure during 
one of the game's 
‘braindancing’ 
episodes. The 
developer has added a 
new “risk of seizure” 
warning but, at the 
time of writing, it is 
still devising a “more 
permanent solution”. 
In the meantime, 
people affected are 


invited to stop playing. 


The incident reflects 
both developer failure 
and a lack of legal 
oversight. In the US, 
there is no regulation 
requiring games to be 
tested for such 
triggers, nor a 
requirement to 
include a warning of 
potentially seizure- 
inducing material. 
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representation and questionable marketing 
tactics are endemic in big-budget game 
development. CD Projekts widely beloved 
The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt was itself the 
product of a workplace culture that 
cofounder Marcin lwinski has called 
insufficiently "humane". Cyberpunk 2077 
just happens ю be the specimen caught 
with its pants down, the strains of its 


creation only too apparent in its 
abundance of bugs and glitches. As the 
studio's first non-Witcher project, and an 
RPG shooter based on a venerated "805 
tabletop game to boot, it was always 
going to attract an extraordinary level 

of attention. But ultimately that is to 
consumers’ advantage, inasmuch as it 
makes the limitations of its business model 


and creative culture impossible to ignore. 
5 а game that invites serious and holistic 
reflection about how games of this stature 
are made, sold and played. 


The process of Cyberpunk's creation 
involved key strategic errors, some of them 
exposed by a January 2021 Bloomberg 
report citing 20 current and former 
developers. The game was announced in 
2012 yet it took until 2016 to enter full 
development, with a small team, after the 
completion of the final Witcher 3 DLC 
pack. It represented a colossal change of 
tune: a different genre, a new licence, 
and firstperson rather than thirdperson 
presentation, with a setting mixing СТА 
freeform open city with the esoteric 
workings of Deus Ex, all of it presented 
without loading breaks. One critical early 
misstep was to dismiss concerns about the 
challenges of delivering all this on Р54 
and Xbox One, which even in 2016 were 
no match for dedicated gaming PCs. 
Another was to develop a new version of 
CD Projekt's REDengine alongside the 
game. Cyberpunk 2077 is the work of a 
much larger team than The Witcher 3, but 
employees claim that the studio did a poor 
job of organising communication between 
departments; too often, the expanded 
headcount simply caused confusion. There 
were smaller-scale mistakes: according to 
Bloomberg's sources, months of 
development were blown on a demo for 
E3 2018 that painted an overly optimistic 
picture, with several features shown off that 


would fail to appear in the final game. 


The mistakes from above led, 
inevitably, to long hours below. CD Projekt 
delayed the game repeatedly, from April 
through September and November to 
December 2020, but wanted to get it out 
promptly enough to justify rereleasing it on 
PS5 and the Xbox Series consoles. In June 
2019, lwinski promised that the company 
wouldn't order its development staff to 
crunch, and was "committed" to avoiding 
overtime. And yet in September 2020 the 
studio's executives instructed employees to 
work sixday weeks. According to 
individual developers posting on Twitter 
and Reddit, many teams had, in fact, been 
crunching since 2019 or even earlier. 

One way CD Projekt's rank and file 
might have pushed back is 
by unionising. Trade unions 
are not a universal 
panacea: labour laws 
and attitudes toward 
unionisation differ from 
place to place, and game 
development is inherently 
messy — there's only so 
much you can anticipate. 
But when they're doing 
their jobs, unions tackle 
poor management, teaching leaders to 
engage with fundamental problems rather 
than kicking them down the road. CD 
Projekt execs have proved as ambivalent 
about the benefits of unionisation as they 
have been blithe about the effects of 
crunch in the past. Speaking to Le Monde 
in June 2018, Marcin lwinski waved the 
point aside, arguing that his employees 
are paid well and that sacrifices are a 
necessary aspect of game development. 
He's more contrite nowadays, promising in 
January that the studio will avoid overtime 
on all future projects. 

A union might not have done much 
about Cyberpunk 2077 representations 
of marginalised people and the conduct of 
its marketing teams, which suggest more 
pervasive cultural problems. The game's 
social media presence has, ot times, made 
its ingame portrayals of sleazy advertising 
seem positively wholesome. 115 Twitter feed 
has indulged in transphobic jokes and 
co-opted trans rights hashtags, walking 
everything back with apologies that still 
allow the most unsavoury sections of game 
fandom to feel like they're being catered 


Cyberpunk 2077 is 
а game that invites 
serious and holistic 
reflection about 
how games of this 
stature are made 


to. In June 2019, the studio released a 
lurid image of a trans model, the infamous 
Mix It Up Girl, that likened gender identity 
to making a cocktail. Following an outcry, 
it tried to pass the image off as the work of 
an exploitative advertiser within the game. 
With zero irony, it then adopted the Mix It 
Up Girl as a key publicity fixture. The 
game itself makes some effort towards 
conciliation, allowing you to play as a 
trans character, but it also reduces gender 
ю a question of genitalia and voice pitch. 

An underlying issue is that cyberpunk is 
not an especially progressive genre, at 
least in regard to the canonical books and 
films of the 1980s to which Cyberpunk 
2077 overwhelmingly plays fealty. 
‘Classic’ cyberpunk can be 
provocative, even today, in 
portraying capitalism's 
corruption and wastefulness, 
but it often treats its dystopic 
world as a chrome-plated 
playground for puerile 
fantasies of sex and 
violence. It uses the blurring 
of flesh with technology to 
pose broad questions about 
human identity, but is often 
actively hostile to, or gleefully lecherous 
about, other kinds of blurring, such as the 
destabilising of gender binaries. It is very 
much the ancestor of the ‘transhumanism’ 
expressed by billionaires such as Elon 
Musk, where the radical elements of new 
tech are harnessed towards the 
maintenance of the social and economic 
status quo. It is also awash with racial 
stereotypes — particularly of East Asian and 
Japanese people, many of which surface, 
katanas and all, in Cyberpunk 2077. 

CD Projekt might have overcome this 
inheritance by spending less time with 
‘canonical’ texts and more with -punk 
games from non-white, non-male and non- 
cisgender creators, such as 18/0: 
Cyberpunk Forever and Diaries Of A 
Spaceport Janitor. It might also have 
consulted, or consulted more seriously, with 
advocacy organisations for lesbian, gay, 
bi and trans people such as the Trans-Fuzja 
Foundation in Poland or GLAAD in the US. 
Above all, it might have hired more people 
from the marginalised groups it proposes 
ю depict, or given existing staff more 
oversight over these aspects of the game. 
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There seems to be а fundamental friction 
within CD Projekt: it has backed LGBTQ 
causes and is capable of writing 
sensitively about people who aren't straight 
white men, but it has also released games 
in which you gather porno cards of female 
characters, some of whom have gone on 
to feature in Playboy. 

It Cyberpunk 2077 is indelibly marked 
by such issues, it isn't wholly defined by 
them. For all its technical issues, its 
dehumanising promotional strategies and 
fauxedginess, the game's polluted, winding 
city is a joy to behold and explore (at least 
when it's performing well on hardware that 
can carry its weight convincingly). It also 
offers some powerful writing — take the 
mission in which you visit a sexbot brothel 
in expectation of a hackneyed sex scene, 
only to be surprised by a conversation 
about mortality and loneliness. It's a moment 


of human connection in an inhuman city — 


and a calculated subversion of 
expectations for CD Projekt, with its 
penchant for raunchy cutscenes. If only the 
same selfscrutiny and thoughtfulness had 
been applied across the entirety of the 
game's creation. As Cyberpunk 20775 
sadder stories remind us, history loves 
repeating itself. It's now up to CD Projekt's 
bosses, and those at other studios afflicted 
by similar issues, to demonstrate that they 
have learned from all this — and not just in 
the form of a patch. 


What's your problem? 


MAIN At their 
strangest, Cyberpunk 
2077's bugs feel like 
deliberate flights of 
fancy, and it can be 
difficult not to smile 
through the tears. 
LEFT Rendering 
textures at the correct 
resolution was an 
issue across all 
formats at launch. 
With a game of this 
ambition, it's difficult 
to estimate just how 
much more time was 
required in order to 
eliminate the lion's 
share of its failings. 
BELOW On PC, the 
crowds are thicker 
than on PS4 and Xbox 
One – even if some of 
the populace seem to 
have forgotten to 
bring their friends 
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PRESERVATION 


Arcade save 


The new campaign promising to help 
museums preserve arcade history 


С rowded spaces filled with the roar of 
engines, guns and dozens of surging 
music tracks; people gathered around 
cabinets; player after player handling 
joysticks and buttons as they vie for the 
leaderboards: COVID-19 has made 
arcades seem even more distant in space 
and time than their general decline had 
already made them. But while the need 
to preserve arcade history remains 
important, the museums that are leading it 
are experiencing intense pressure in the 
face of the pandemic. 

Publisher Team 17 has stepped in to 
launch a campaign to raise funds for 
arcade preservation programmes at three 
museums: The Strong in Rochester, New 
York; the National Videogame Museum in 
Sheffield; and Museo del 
Videojuego Arcade Vintage 
in Alicante, Spain. Called 
Saving The Arcade World, 
the campaign will donate a 
portion of the first two 
months of sales of Studio 
Коба pixelart action 
game, Narita Boy, which 
Team 17 is publishing in 
March, as well as royalties 
from the release of a music 
track from the game and sales of a Narita 
Boystyled custom arcade cabinet. 

Arcades are an indelible and vital part 
of videogame history. “As a museum about 
the history of play, we collect videogames 
because they had an impact on play,” 
says Jon-Paul Dyson, vice president for 
exhibits at The Strong. “Arcades came at 
an important moment in the growth of 
videogames, especially in the 1970s and 
early 1980s. They were the main way 
people experienced videogames and they 
were the cutting edge of new play — you 
could do things with them that you 
couldn't with home systems." 
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The march of time 
means that many 
arcade machines 
are reaching 
critical levels of 
deterioration 


But with the march of time has come 
the problem that many arcade machines 
are reaching critical levels of deterioration. 
"Many motherboard components only 
have a useful life of about 30 or 40 
years,” says José Maria Litarte, CEO of 
Arcade Vintage. “It is also very difficult to 
find different types of materials, such as 
custom chips and vector monitors.” All 
museums face the challenge of keeping 
their machines running: the National 
Videogame Museum is currently looking 
or a specific component to repair its Time 
Crisis machine, while The Strong bought 
up а final lot of CRT displays from one of 
the last factories to manufacture them to 
ensure it has a stock of replacements. 

Maintenance requires knowledge 
across diverse fields. "For 
us, preserving arcades has 
the complexity of trying to 
keep the entire game as it 
was created, and that 
includes not only having 
knowledge of electronics 
and computers but also 
carpentry, graphic design, 
iron works and welding," 
Litarte says. And every 
stage demands hard 
decisions as the museums balance the 
need to keep machines reliable enough 
for public use with preserving the 
authenticity of the original hardware. The 
Strong tries to use reversible preservation 
lechniques, so no changes are permanent. 

For Arcade Vintage, the important 
thing is to present its visitors with a realistic 
experience of the arcade. The Strong 
takes a similar strategy, though Dyson 
points out that recreating an arcade in the 
museum will never capture their essence. 
Visitors will hear the music as retro rather 
than the shocking new sounds that they 
were, and they'll see the games through a 


NEW PLAYERS 
Though traditional 
game-based arcades 
have largely died out, 
recent years have seen 
the growth of new 
kinds of social gaming 
venue. The US craft 
beer chain Barcade 
established one 
expression of modern 
arcade gaming when it 
opened its first venue 
in Brooklyn in 2004, 
and the concept has 
proliferated 
throughout most 
North American and 
European cities since. 
There's also been the 
growth of free-play 
arcades such as Arcade 
Club, which has three 
permanent UK venues 
charging one-off 
entrance fees for 
unlimited plays on the 
classic machines 
inside. Setting 
themselves out as 
family-friendly, many 
are led by enthusiasts 
and collectors, but 
COVID-19 has hit this 
category especially 
hard, with several, 
such as Retro Arcade 
in Warrington, 
announcing their 
permanent closure. 
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Studio Koba's Narita 
Boy is at the centre of 
Team 17's campaign 


nostalgic lens. Still, for Dyson, playable 
machines are central to his approach to 
arcade curation. “There's a magic to the 
original," he says. "Being able to touch 
and play is deeply meaningful for people. 
It has an ineffable meaning for people 
that playing an emulator never will." 


While some machines оге playable 
at the National Videogame Museum 
(NVM), there, preservation is not about 
presenting the arcade play experience so 
much as communicating its culture. It's 
currently involved in a research project 
about recording the sounds of the arcade 
while developing a library of oral histories 
called the VHS Tapes, and it relies on 
emulators for specific displays, such as one 
about bonus stages in which a save state 
allows visitors immediate access to Street 
Fighter II's iconic carpunching sequence. 

The NVM is also thinking about how 
Ю develop preservation practices by 
forming a community of the many 
disparate researchers, academics, 
curators and collectors around games, to 
formulate and help disseminate guidance. 
It has many plans, but as a new museum 
relying entirely on ticket sales — it was 
opened in November 2018 - it has 
faced serious threat. Many of its staff 
were furloughed because of the 
pandemic, and had to turn their focus to 
fundraising. Some £200,000 - donated 
by individuals as well as firms including 
Rockstar, Jagex and local studio Boneloaf 
— has kept the NVM running. 

The Strong, which has taken a 40 per 
cent hit to its annual budget, and Arcade 
Vintage, which has been closed since 
March 2020, face similar pressures. But 
reopening poses further questions, not 
least: what do museums that trade on 
displaying objects others have just 
touched mean in a postCOVID world? № 


Alicante's Museo del 
Videojuego Arcade 
Vintage is a passion 
project, its many cabs 
tended with great care 


y 
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The NVM encompasses 
gaming of all types, 
with a coin-op roster 
featuring some classics 
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STRANGE SCAFFOLD 


Hearts and minds 


With Space Warlord Organ Trading Simulator, Strange Scattold 
is finding ways to make games “better, faster and cheaper" 


A a time when the game industry's 


operational practices are under 

closer scrutiny than ever, how refreshing it 
is ю talk to someone who's seemingly hit 
upon a much healthier, more efficient, 
more enjoyable ууау to work. Xalavier 
Nelson Jr is in buoyant mood as he gives 
us a glimpse into the making of his 
studio's next game, Space Warlord 
Organ Trading Simulator. "You're getting 
direct access into The Matrix," he says. 

The concept was very loosely inspired 
by the 3DS game Market Crashers (or 
StreetPass Trader, as it's known in Europe] 
and is, in Nelson's words, "a 
combination of longterm market 
dynamics and fastpaced organ trading 
action." Your goal is naturally to buy low 
and sell high where 
possible, while fulfilling the 
requests of a range of 
clients who need organs 
or a variety of amusing 
reasons: one has seen 
something so terrible that 
he requires new eyes, 
while another needs new 
ungs because he started 
screaming and couldn't 
stop (“relatable”, Nelson 
quips). Each in-game day you'll compete 
with a variety of traders, each with 
unique personalities, desires and habits. 
You'll also need to consider what these 
organs might do when placed in your 
cargo hold — some alien variants, for 
example, are combustible, while another 


spills dry ice everywhere. 


While you’re thinking about 
stocks and taking storage issues into 
consideration, you'll also need to keep 
an eye on your rival traders so they don't 
buy the organs you need from under your 
nose — and they might, in fact, include 
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It’s all part of a 
plan to reduce the 
space between 
thinking of an idea 
and seeing it live 
within the game 


noses. (There are 31 organ types in all, 
Nelson says.) Meanwhile, the market 
shifts according to the overall state of the 
in-game universe. Should peace be 
declared, some traders will be outraged 
and prices will fluctuate. And when war 
breaks out, you can expect a flood of 
new organs to come in. There are 
questlines besides, while the core loop 
of buying and selling proves moreish 
enough that Nelson struggles to pull 
himself away from it as he talks. 

Then he gets to the point he wanted 
to demonstrate, showing us how it's 
possible to create an NPC with a 
portrait, a biography, a unique 
personality with individual desires and 
trading habits in next to no time. "That's 
a new character that 
populates the world 
emergently in terms of 
storytelling, and in terms of 
gameplay dynamics — as 
we saw with eccentric 
interstellar kajillionaire 
Chad Shakespeare buying 
things out from under us — 
gets to affect us on a pretty 
radical level." It's all part of 
a plan to reduce what he 
calls the "time to goof” — the space 
between thinking of an idea or a gag 
and seeing it live within the game. For 
most games, particularly in triple-A 
development, that might take months or 
years. “It is addictive to gain that ability 
to not just quickly iterate on problems, but 
be able to inject life into the worlds that 
you build," he says. "So l've made it a 
priority to discover ways to make games 
better, faster and cheaper, with a focus 
that allows us to also make the creative 
process itself enjoyable. Because three 
years after you tell a joke is a long time 
to wait for a punchline.” 


COMEDY 

CENTRAL 

From its title to the 
traders' bios, Space 
Warlord Organ Trading 
Simulator has a 
delightfully twisted 
sense of humour. That 
extends to the game's 
backend, thanks to the 
decision to add a 
feature that draws 
random quotes from 

a selection of absurd 
things posted in the 
team's chat channel. 
“When I open up my 
game editor, I'm 
reminded of the 
community that has 
made this game 
possible," Nelson says, 
reading one comment 
aloud. “ІН is a solid 
manifestation of hate'? 
| don't even remember 
saying that." 


Xalavier Nelson Jr, 
studio founder 


Getting to that stage has involved 
building the tools to make it happen, of 
course, and the ones he demonstrates 
won't necessarily translate directly to what 
the studio makes next. But here they're 
working a treat. As he illustrates with а 
scale model, the screen space for this 
рїхеюп game is actually several football 
fields tall and wide. Because the pixels 
are rendering on a scale of metres, he 
explains, this allows the studio to slot in 
any new graphical asset ^without having 
to futz with Unity scale factors". And if 
that makes it simpler for the developer, it 
should make it much easier for modders 


to introduce new organs, too. “If a player 
decides that nostril hairs are a worthy 
addition, they can pursue that with all of 
the joy and desperation in their hearts," 
Nelson laughs, adding that Strange 
Scaffold is investigating the possibility of 
crossplatform mod support. "We know 
{һе exact type of data that players will be 


adding, and how that relates to our own 
and other players' systems so they can 
mod their experience without altering code 
or introducing the possibility of a virus. I'm 
excited because | never realised this was 
possible in game development before. 
Until we saw that it was." 

After what he says has been a tough 
year — "not just because of the pandemic, 
but a lot of personal stuff” — the process 
of making Space Warlord Organ Trading 
Simulator has been an epiphany for 
Nelson. "As a project director and studio 
head," he says, "finding ways to make 
games that are fun and won't destroy us 
or put us at risk is an honour. Instead of 
looking at where this all leads — like the 
question of whether | move into triple-A or 
whatever — for the first time I’m enjoying 
being right where | am, and feeling like 
what I'm doing is good and worthwhile. 
And that's a hell of a thing." № 
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This is one of at least four games Nelson currently has in the 
pipeline. “We could legitimately have our own Direct!” he laughs 
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The various human and alien 
organs, which pulse in a way 
that's both repulsive and 

oddly hypnotic, are the work 
of pixel artist Julia Minamata 


MOTION 
PASSED 


Could this be the 
final Kinect game? 


Collaborator Sam Chiet — 
previously best-known for 
the Desktop Goose app – 
is the “delightfully 
empathetic madman" 
behind the game's 
unlikely Kinect 
functionality, Nelson tells 
us. During development, 
he's also managed to get 
the game working with a 
DDR mat and a Wiimote. 
So, given the Market 
Crashers influence, we 
suggest, how about a 
30$ port? “I literally 
cannot say which 
platforms aren't possible, 
because who knows any 
more?" he laughs, before 
pausing momentarily. 
"The stylus would work 
really well for tapping 
between things really 
fast. But don't give me 


I" 


or him ideas, please! 


KNOWLEDGE 
EDUCATION 


Learning 
mechanics 


The risks, challenges and rewards of using 
games for education under lockdown 


О; way of defining games is that 


they're teaching machines. Before 

they can transport us to new worlds, after 
all, they must put across basic principles of 
interaction and motivate players to apply 
them, whether in the form of a literal tutorial 
or as part of the narrative. "That's 
something we know that games are great 
at — that onboarding and introducing you 
to how to play," Minecraft Atlas general 
manager Deirdre Quarnstrom observes. 
In the age of lockdown, this quality has 
attracted educational organisations 
struggling to reach children sheltering at 
home. At Ubisoft's Keys To Learn 
conference this winter, a few of those 
educators came together to discuss ways 
of turning games into teaching platforms. 

There have been some 
dazzling pedagogical 
experiments, many 
preserved as lesson plans 
on /Мтесгайз Education 
portal or Ubisoft's Discovery 
Mode site. UKIE's Digital 
Schoolhouse group, for 
example, has turned Just 
Dance into a programming 
workshop, titled Just Dance 
With The Algorithm. “It's this 
idea that a dance is a strictly 
choreographed routine,” programme 
director Shahneila Saeed says. “And if 
you start to break it up, you can turn it into 
a flowchart and teach algorithmic thinking 
through that." A more prosaic example is 
the Quebec history teacher who streamed 
Assassin's Creed Odyssey to their pupils as 
a substitute for a cancelled field trip to 
Greece. The game's Discovery Mode lets 
you enjoy the historical setting. It includes 
support for multiple languages and a photo 
mode that lends itself to show-andell. 

With its DIY ethos and co-op features, 
Minecraft is a particularly effective tool for 
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Teachers have used 
Minecraft to do 
everything from 
recreating Romeo 


And Juliet to 
exploring atoms 


online learning. Teachers have used it to 
do everything from recreating Romeo And 
Juliet to exploring the insides of atoms. 
"[Theres a] Minecraft version of the Bohr 
Model that we probably all remember from 
a chemistry class," Quamstrom elaborates. 
"You've got the nucleus, your protons and 
neutrons, the electron shells, and using 
sliders you can croft all the elements in the 
periodic table." It's a fun alternative to 
physical laboratory work, especially if 
NPCs try to intervene. “[You] can make a 
latex balloon from the chemical elements, 
put helium in that, and attach that balloon 
ю a Minecraft mob and have it fly away." 

Other teachers are using Minecraft to 
explore social issues. Take Lessons In 
Good Trouble, a Minecraft world that 
represents social justice 
movements, from the 
suffragettes to Gandhi. 

"Is based on the teachings 
of US Congressman John 
Lewis about how sometimes 
we need to get into 'good 
trouble’ to effect change," 
Quarnstrom says. 
Collaborating т /Мтесгай 
helps students develop 
empathy and teamwork 
skills, she adds. “Those skills, almost even 
more than the concepts [you're teaching], 
become the lasting takeaways from game- 
based learning.” Many of the best ideas 
come from students themselves. Advocacy 
organisation Girls Who Code has helped 
students develop their own games to help 
peers learn about gender inequality, racism 
and climate change. 

So what are the drawbacks of using 
games to educate? Well, for one thing, 
teachers are unlikely to be as tech-savvy as 
their pupils. They may also have to 
overcome lingering parental preconceptions 
about games — that girls don't play them, 


FROM TOP Girls Who 
Code vice-president 
of programs Andrea 
Jordan; UKIE Digital 
Schoolhouse 
programme director 
Shahneila Saeed; 
Ubisoft world design 
director Maxime 
Durand; Minecraft 
Atlas general manager 
Deirdre Quarnstrom 


for example, or that they're simply a waste 
of time and brainpower. 

Children from low-income backgrounds 
may not have access to either the game in 
question or a device that runs it, though as 
Shahneila Saeed points out, streaming 
mitigates this problem. Broadly, she adds, 
it's hard to imagine games ever being a 
complete substitute Юг a classroom. "There's 
lots of different pedagogical styles, and 
[our] teachers do their jobs really well — 
they're very creative facetoface. You 
cannot just lift and replicate all that online." 


If games can be robust teaching 
environments, we should also remember 
that few are devised with this in mind. 
Calling them classrooms risks abetting a 
steady privatisation of digital education 
that has been linked by groups such as the 
UK's National Education Union to lower 
standards and a lack of accountobility. 
Commercial games also express values 
that may slide into children's heads 
unexamined if the game is treated as a 
neutral backdrop for learning. As Ubisoft's 
world design director Maxime Durand 
notes of using the conquestdriven Assassins 
Creed to teach history, "There needs to be 
room for critical thinking, asking them why 
is it represented the way it is?" 

Still, given that under lockdown many 
kids are spending much more time playing 
games, it's appropriate to consider their 
educational applications. A broader 
positive consequence may be a greater 
understanding of why kids find games 
enticing, and how they use them for more 
than just recreation. Quarnstrom argues 


that the pandemic has led not only to "a 
growing respect” among school leaders for 
game-based learning, but "a renewed 
appreciation for youth, their voices and 
messages, and how they use gaming 
platforms to communicate". № 
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TOP Lesson cards for UKIE Digital Schoolhouse’s workshop Just Dance 24 3 
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Discovery Tour is worth trying even if you're not a teacher, of course 


ABOVE Minecraft's creators participate in Hour Of 
Code, a US-based grassroots initiative (now with a 
global reach) which aims to demystify computing by 
presenting the basics to students in accessible ways 
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ADVOCACY 
GAMES 


How interactive 
education is making 


change happen 


US-based organisation 
Girls Who Code has 
found that games can be 
a powerful platform for 
student activism, especially 
when students make the 
games themselves. "Our 
teachers are supporting 
our students to create 
games that combat 
anything from bullying to 
educating communities 
about gender equality, 
climate change and Black 
Lives Matter and a host of 
other important social 
issues," vice-president of 
programs Andrea Jordan 
says. "[They're using them 
as an] opportunity to 
educate other students in 
their schools about these 
issues." She adds that 
"we see our teachers 
learning alongside their 
students, and providing 
opportunities for students 
to help facilitate lessons." 
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KNOWLEDGE 
IN THE CRAGS 


Net artists such as Chris Shier 
and the rich environments of 
Grasshopper Manufacture's 
Killer 7 lay the groundwork 
for In The Crags’ approach 

to colour and abstraction 


وا ر 


THE 
HALLOVVED 
REALM 


Explore an iridised world 
in Aaron Taecker-Wyss's 
abstract cabalistic collage 


In The Crags is a free-roaming narrative 
adventure game starring Mouse, a recently 
freed prisoner whose dreams are being 
manipulated. To create its distinctive look, 
designer Aaron Taecker-Wyss experimented 
with shaders and effects, stumbling onto its 
ghostly visual style entirely by accident. 

"The transparent objects use a shader 
which the outline effect can't see, causing 
the lines of whatever's behind them to be 
drawn right on top of them, as if the 
transparent objects weren't there," Taecker- 
Wyss explains. The colours are then 
scrambled through a custom palette which 
can be edited like an image, warping and 
defining the game's striking visual identity. 

The game's world, Arka, is drawn from 
Taecker-Wyss's life experiences and 
inspired by Abrahamic lore. Players will 
perform esoteric rituals, crash the economy, 
and commune with the messiah, in any 
order they choose. 

In The Crags is currently aiming for 
a mid-2023 release on PlayStation 5, 
Switch, Xbox Series, PC and Mac. № 
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KNOWLEDGE 
TALK/ARCADE 


Soundbytes 


"Screw Warner Bros/ 
Monolith. lll never 
buy another of their 
games. Patents like 
this are antithetical 
to everything we 

do as game 
developers.” 


Stray Bombay CEO Chet 
Faliszek is clear on Monolith's 
plans for its Nemesis System. 


"Officials are discussing 
this issue... We know 
that bulk purchasing 
through automated 
bots is a concern.. 


Minister of state for digital and culture Caroline Dinenage ossures the 
UK videogame industry that the government is talking to trade bodies 
in an effort to get soughtafter PS5s out of scalpers’ filthy hands. 
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Game commentary in snack-sized mouthfuls 


"We will aim to 
continue increasing 

our sales volume by 
rigorously responding 
to this kind of demand 
for multiple systems." 


Nintendo reports that 20 per cent of Switch hardware 
sales for October to December in its major markets were 
"due ю demand for multiple systems within the same 
family," and boss Shuntaro Furukawa ups the ante. 


"Creating best-in-class 
games from the ground 
up takes many years 
and significant 
investment, and the 
cost is going up 
exponentially." 


As Phil Harrison announces the 
closure of Stadia's internal studios, 
we have to ask: if even Google 
can't afford this stuff, what now? 


Richard Townshend 


ARCADE 
WATCH 


Keeping an eye on the 
coin-op gaming scene 


14 23480 211117” 


Game Twin Tiger Shark: Not The Same! 
Developer Mikael Tillander 


To a lot of people, a serious home 
arcade project might involve 
bodging together a MAME setup 
via a PC or Raspberry Pi inside a 
repurposed cabinet of old or even 
a home-made shell fashioned to 
resemble the classics of yesteryear. 
And, sure, these tinkerings have 
their place. But they can't help but 
pale in comparison to the work of 
Swedish arcade enthusiast Mikael 
Tillander, whose latest project is a 
complete hardware platform of his 
own design that works with any 
JAMMA-compatible cabinet. 

Tillander describes his hardware 
specs as "somewhere between the 
Mega Drive and the Neo Geo", 
offering a resolution of 320x224, 
with 4,096 colours and 128 
simultaneous sprites. The system 
will debut with a revamped version 
of Twin Tiger Shark, a vertically 
scrolling shooter Tillander originally 
released seven years ago, 
incorporating influences from 
classic Toaplan shooters of the 
late '80s and early '90s. 

The project's Kickstarter 
campaign offered various 
configurations, starting at around 
£130, and reached its goal on its 
first day, towards the end of 
January. If you're too late to pledge 
now, Tillander plans to sell units 
aside from the crowdfunding 
drive, albeit at a slightly higher 
price. Visit his campaign page at 
bit.ly/twintigershark for more 
details about what he calls a 
"childhood dream coming true." 
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KNOWLEDGE 
THIS MONTH 


WEBSITE 
The Game UI Database 
hit.ly/uidatabase 

When Edd Coates, senior UI 
artist at Minecraft Dungeons 
co-developer Double Eleven, 
released this handy repository 
in December, we reserved this 
very slot for it. But within a 
few hours of its launch the 
server was overwhelmed by 
traffic. It kept happening until 
Coates switched to a new, 
dedicated server. Now fully 
operational and growing by 
the week, it includes more 
than 15,000 screenshots from 
400 games at the time of 
going to press. You can filter 
these by genre, theme and 
aesthetic, and are able to 
search for patterns, shapes, 
materials and textures. As 
you'd expect, it's intuitive to 
use, and should only become 
more invaluable as more 
games are added. On this 
evidence, Coates' hope that 
this will become "the ultimate 
reference tool for interface 
designers" is no hollow claim. 
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VIDEO 


SSBM credits completed 
bit.ly/ssbmcredits 
Alongside Metroid Prime, 
Super Smash Bros Melee has 
arguably proven to be the most 
durable firstparty game of the 
GameCube era. Yet despite its 
ongoing popularity, no one had 
been recorded completing its 
playable end credits sequence 
— a blisteringly fast on-rails 
shooter in which you're asked 
to blast the names and logos 
of everyone involve in the 
game's creation. Until, that is, a 
$3,000 prize was offered to the 
first player to earn a perfect 
score. All 190 names in 80 
seconds? No problem for 
Martin Zarate, who managed 
to achieve the feat after a 
mere 50 hours of practice. 


THIS MONTH ON EDG 


WEB GAME 


Interminal 
bit.ly/interminal 
A few months ago in these 
pages, Xalavier Nelson Jr 
described airports as “an 
eldritch construction not 
meant for mortal eyes or 
bodies.” Indeed, we experience 
a lingering feeling of unease in 
Interminal, which beautifully 
evokes the eerie stillness of an 
empty terminal. Trapped within 
two floors of an endlessly 
looping duty-free section, all 
we can do is pick up perfumes 
(each scent is procedurally 
generated; one is described as 
“childlike wonder broiled with 
depression”) and listen out for 
the rattle of letters fluttering 
away as the departures board » Р” 
is updated. It's at once Е i 
peaceful and unsettling, but 
after a while our anxieties 
subside, as we stop looking for 
a way out. Instead, we pause 
and look out towards the 
runway, finding ourselves 
quietly mesmerised by planes 
taking off and landing. 


When we weren't doing everything else, we were thinking about stuff like this 


CLOTHING 


Levi's x Pokémon 


bit.ly/levipokemon 

Following its collaborations with A Bathing Ape, BlackPink and 
Uniglo (among others), Pokémon's latest fashion partnership is one 
of its biggest to date. It's teaming up with the venerable denim giant 
to mark 25 years since Pocket Monsters: Red and Green's Japanese 
launch — although this new collection is more heavily inspired by 

the original animated TV series. As you'd expect, there's plenty of 
Pikachu-themed gear, which features embroidered lightning flashes, 
while the line also includes a pair of braces, denim shorts and a tank 
top — ideal for a spot of low-effort Misty cosplay. We're also rather 
taken by the jeans and jacket that sport a busy all-over print inspired 
by the woodlands of Kanto — if nothing else, they'd provide some 
effective camouflage for trainers exploring the Safari Zone. 


socialism as Resident Evil 7 
mod replaces Jack Baker 


Celeste's third anniversary is 
marked with fiendishly tough 
Pico-8 ‘sequel’ Lani’s Trek 


Unlicensed to kill 


«7? GoldenEye 0075 canned 
Ж. == E XBLA remaster leaks online 
^» as е 3. — а Rare treat indeed 
و‎ чсжээ.! 7 
£ Ы 4 
Ж» У ы Indie money 


hey Kowloon Nights funds 
; 

23 new games from smaller 
studios, including Roll7 and 


Kaizen Game Works 


А. 
ү! 
"ESL 


Е 


Fear ће Bern А Sauron note С 
Survival horror meets Warner Bros angers | 
developers with its creativity- \ 2 
stifling patent for Shadow р mm 
with Bernie Sanders Of Mordor's Nemesis system | у = 
Pixel peaks НоБЬу-агаде no-op TUR 
Gearbox switches off the 2. - 


servers for failed hero 
shooter Battleborn 


Shifting sands 

Ubisoft postpones the 
release of the Prince Of 
Persia remake once more 


Google whacked , 1 
Stadia Games And 1 
Entertainment is shut down 

just one month shy of its 

second anniversary 
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Send your views, using 
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line, to edge@futurenet.com. 


Our letter of the month wins 
a full 12-month, 1 3-issue 
subscription to Edge 
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Let’s get physical 
There is a lot of talk about what 
dematerialisation and ‘gaming as a service’ 
means for the consumer, most recently due 
to the failed attempt by Microsoft to double 
the price of the Xbox Gold subscription. 
Most commentators interpreted this as a 
move to make Game Pass a more attractive 
value proposition, which would have taken 
us another step closer to the seemingly 
inevitable demise of the physical copy. Of 
course, I share the concerns of fellow 
gamers about what this means for us. I do 
not worry so much about no longer being 
able to resell a game after playing it (I don't 
think I have ever done that), but about the 
very real possibility that, after 
they stop being supported, 
some beloved titles might 


completely disappear from object can 
my (now virtual) library. 
Which brings me to my eventually 


main topic: what does 
dematerialisation mean for 
game (or indeed any content) 
creators? I am not talking 
about economics — I am sure 
that ‘gaming as a service’ is a 
perfectly viable proposition: whatever the 
delivery method (cloud-based, burnt on a 
disc, or anywhere in between), games need 
to be made in order to be sold. However, 
there are other implications. The mindset 
required to create something that lasts 
potentially forever is very different from 
that needed to make a consumable, 
something meant to be used and then 
discarded. The former stems from a desire 
to leave one's mark, to give life to and share 
one's idea or aesthetic vision, however 
weird, niche or downright unpopular. The 
latter, on the contrary, is pretty much 
defined by the need to please or fulfil a 
necessary function, at scale, in the here and 
now. There is no such thing as an ‘avant- 
garde' service or utility for a reason. 

The intention of its maker is the 
difference between a work of art and a 


"A physical 


find relevance 
long after it 
was made" 


product. How many movies would not have 
been filmed if the sole objective had been to 
make a splash at the box office? How many 
books not written if the author had been 
exclusively seeking praise from his 
contemporaries? Of course, games, just like 
cinema and literature, are also a business: 
content creators need to earn a living too! 
The question is: should they be only that? 
For there is another, easily overlooked 
consequence of dematerialisation. A 
physical object can stand the test of time 
and eventually find relevance long after it 
was made, whether for historical reasons or 
because it was ahead of its time. By 
switching to a service-based model, we 
remove this possibility, along 
with any motivation to create 
content that does not conform 
to the predominant taste of the 
day. Something we should all 
perhaps keep in mind the next 
time we decide whether to go 
‘physical’ or ‘digital’ 
Fabrice Saffre 


Something we often think 
about in terms of service 
games is that, the longer they’re around, 
the stronger the bonds with their players 
become, and ultimately the more difficult it 
will become to pull the plug when it’s time 
to call it a day. Does Blizzard, for example, 
have a plan for what to do with its players 
once World Of Warcraft comes to the end of 
its natural life? Or, having operated the 
game for 17 years to date, are its 
development staff simply not even allowed 
to contemplate a future where it does not 
exist? But you’re not talking about these 
games — you're talking about preserving 
lower-profile productions that don't breathe 
such rarefied air. The good news is that 
there's never been a greater number of other 
people concerned about these things, too — 
and taking action. That the canned Xbox 
360 version of GoldenEye recently ‘emerged’ 
out of nowhere should give us all hope. 


Cloud strife 


Ever since E352 explained how the Xbox 
Series X Quick Resume allows multiple 
games to be suspended and resumed almost 
instantaneously, I’ve been wondering who 
this feature is for. Being able to load a game 
quickly is a very welcome trick, but do 
people really switch between games on the 
fly? And, if they do, doesn’t that affect their 
sense of immersion, pacing and enjoyment 
of the story — the same way that, say, 
switching between books part-way through 
a chapter would surely break the sense of 
flow? Imagine pausing Crime And 
Punishment just before (spoiler for 
150-year-old novel) Raskolnikov is about 

to axe the old lady and switching to one of 
the excruciatingly long songs in The Lord 
Of The Rings. 

Then again, maybe I’m just grossly out of 
touch with the way people consume culture 
(or, if my examples are any evidence, with 
culture itself). I rarely read more than one 
book or watch more than one ТУ series at a 
time. I even tend to listen to albums rather 
than individual songs, even though Spotify 
has basically made sure no one else does 
that any more. 

So, yeah, maybe I’ve answered my own 
question. Maybe Quick Resume is for people 
who are not old men shouting at clouds. 
Leo Tarasov 


Quick Resume is a fine feature, but it would 
certainly be a bit more persuasive against 
Sony’s approach if Р55 games didn’t load so 
quickly, which dilutes Microsoft’s message 
somewhat. Now, if only we could expand our 
PSss' SSDs so that we could actually store а 
decent number of games on them rather 
than constantly having to bin stuff in order 
to make space. When you're ready, Sony. 


Future perfect 

Your Look Forward special edition (E355) 
actually got me a little excited about the 
future! Ironically, for all the wrong reasons. 
Most advancements in videogame 


technology have had me yearning for the past. 
I grew up on the 2600 and NES, where games 
were loaded before you released the ‘On’ 
button. I fear every jump I make in азр 
platformer. I don’t trust a controller unless 
it’s stuck into the machine, nor the input lag 
of a plasma screen. And don’t ever ask me to 
log in the next day for a reward. 

But there were two things you mentioned 
that have made me giddy! Now, Deus Ex was a 
perfect storm of low-end graphics and high- 
end dreams, and to me, the only thing that’s 
come close is Breath Of The Wild (for the 
same reasons). But now there’s a wave of indie 
immersive sims. Nice! Bring me back to a 
time when I could quickly abuse save-states 
to try out every possibility in a world of 
interconnected systems. 

Which brings me to the second thing: 
will solid-state drives make loading saves 
instantaneous? Will they let designers feature 
more elaborate rewind options? Can we jump 
between characters and places in a flash? m 
asking this because I like my narratives 
subjunctive. Look, I’m old-school, still 
dreaming of the kind of game described in the 
movie Big. I’m still riding that ‘games are an 
interactive medium’ high horse, but that’s 
because my favourite games are the ones that 
let me play with them. So thank you for 
giving me hope for the future of interactive 
entertainment I used to dream about. 

Robert August de Meijer 


In some respects it’s a shame that console 
SSDs arrived alongside the PS5 DualSense 
controller and new graphics processing 
technology across the board, because it 
spreads developers’ focus across a range of 
challenges rather than allowing them to pick 
one and really dig into it. We’ve seen how 
Insomniac is putting the Р55 hard drive to 
use in the forthcoming Ratchet & Clank: Rift 
Apart, but how many other games have you 
seen talking up such features? Naturally, we’re 
keeping an eye out and will showcase such 
things here in these pages — which you'll be 
able to enjoy over the next 12 months on us. 


DISPATCHES 
DIALOGUE 


www.facebook.com/ 
edgeonline 
Discuss gaming topics with 
fellow Edge readers 


Dot to dot 

While reading Comfortably Numb in E353, I 
was confronted with the thought that games 
had been playing me at the same time that I 
played games. I'd not given much notice to 
these systems previously, but this thought has 
been prevalent while hacking my way through 
Assassin's Creed Valhalla. I’ve barely put the 
game down in two weeks thanks to the reward 
structure — it has me firmly fixed within its 
Viking grip. I’m sure I would have sunk just 
as many hours into Valhalla regardless of my 
recognition of the systems at play, but it's 
nice to know, late into the night, that it's not 
entirely my fault I’m still playing. 

Ubisoft's devs would be rubbing their 
hands together if they could see the cycle I go 
through during each play session. It's a 
familiar open-world style where I jaunt from 
dot to dot on the world map. In Valhalla those 
markers are either Wealth (gold dots), 
Mysteries (blue dots), or the less exciting 
Artifacts (white dots). Wealth rewards might 
be a piece of gear or a new ability. Similar to 
raid rewards in WOW, it's the potential of the 
reward that make these gold markers so 
enticing. On the other hand, the best 
Mysteries offer a chance to help a local, or in 
some cases burn down their home. In one of 
these I inadvertently invented Worcestershire 
Sauce. The novel nature of the Mysteries is 
enough to make me come back for more, but 
it's the sheer number of dots on the map that 
have me chasing through the countryside into 
the early hours. When tracking these markers 
gets too repetitive or the rewards don't stack 
up a few too many times, there's the main 
quest to fall back on. Then, if I need a break 
from that, I can always go back to chasing 
dots — and so the cycle repeats. 

Zak Evans 


Ah, we are all but Pac-People in Ubisoft's 
maze, no? Gobbling the fodder laid out in 
front of us, clearing our plates, and sitting 
there waiting for the next load. Or perhaps 
we've just been in lockdown for too long. 
(What day is it? Hello? Who said that?) Ш 
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Illustration Копзите.те 


nimal Crossing: New Horizons may 

have been the game of the first 

national COVID lockdown, but the 
game of lockdown three is, surely, Hitman 3. 
Even murder tourism might seem an 
attractive alternative to the present reality of 
seemingly interminable house arrest. 

The fact that the gleefully brutal 
culmination of IO’s trilogy is released into a 
world of enforced quarantines, where casual 
foreign travel seems like a science-fictional 
mass consensual hallucination, makes the 
game read more richly than its predecessors 
from merely normal times. It arrives as a 
kind of time capsule of a world that once 
was. As one’s besuited avatar wanders calmly 
through a swish cocktail reception on the 
upper floors of the Burj Al-Ghazali (standing 
in for the world’s tallest building, the Burj 
Khalifa) in Dubai, it is hard not to be shocked 
at the fact that none of these people is 
wearing a face mask. And the Berlin 
mission’s vision of well-dressed people 
leaning against concrete pillars, glamorously 
illuminated by neon art installations in a 
massive underground techno club, initially 
has you looking out for the police who are 
about to come in and issue fines all around 
for an illegal lockdown-breaking rave. If you 
are out for your socially distanced daily walk, 
you might find yourself dearly wanting to 
press the Subdue button on any heavily 
panting jogger who passes by too close. 

The Burj Al-Ghazali itself, of course, 
represents the literal ascendancy of a 
globalised petrodollar geopolitics that might 
itself be coming to an end, albeit on a 
timescale slower (one hopes) than the 
pandemic. A couple of the security guards 
have Cockney accents, the better to represent 
the concomitant globalism of the privatised 
military complex. (One is overheard telling 
his colleague about how he threatened his 
neighbour back home at gunpoint, so you 
don’t need to feel too much compunction 
about shooting him in the face if need be, 
while another gives a room code over the 
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DISPATCHES 
PERSPECTIVE 


STEVEN POOLE 


Trigger Happy 


Shoot first, ask questions later 


Murder tourism might seem 
an attractive alternative to the 
present reality of seemingly 
interminable house arrest 


radio, adding with a chuckle: “Just don’t tell 
your mother or ГП 'ave to shoot Бег”) 

If the oil-war era does end, though, it will 
be no thanks to the efforts, heroically 
homicidal though they are, of Agent 47 
himself. It will be a systemic change caused 
by impersonal market forces, as the price of 
solar and other renewable energies continues 
to fall and activism continues to drive the 
divestment of large funds from fossil-fuel 
equities. Simply murdering а few oil 
executives wouldn’t do the trick. It is, 
indeed, the fantasy of conspiracy theories — 
of which Hitman’s world itself is a grandiose, 


knowing satire — that global events can be 
controlled by a secret cabal of individuals. 

On the other hand, the systems analysis 
of events doesn’t tell the whole story either: 
for some observers, at least, the tenure of 
Donald Trump as US president revived the 
pertinence of the idea that some bad 
individuals truly can make a difference, for 
instance by inciting violent assaults on state 
institutions. And — mild spoilers coming — 
the ending of Hitman 3 shows that things 
have changed to some degree once the heads 
of Providence have all been murdered, 
comically or otherwise. But not that much. 
As 47 says: “There will always be people like 
them. So there will always be people like us.” 
You might think this assassin’s creed quite 
self-serving: there will always be people who 
need to be murdered, so there will always be 
murderers to do the necessary thing! It’s 
somewhat less convincing than the excuse 
offered by the corrupt cop played by JK 
Simmons in the movie 21 Bridges, when he 
says that drugs will always be around, so why 
shouldn’t his guys make some money from 
them on the side? (His antagonist, the late, 
great Chadwick Boseman, does not agree.) 

One wonders, still, how many young 
people these days harbour ambitions to grow 
up to become assassins, a job description 
that for a while looked rather old-fashioned, 
recalling the stylish historicity of something 
like The Day Of The Jackal (1973), before 
being revived by the Bourne movies in the 
2000s. Modern-day assassin fiction has 
always played on a piquant ambivalence in 
the audience’s emotional response: we know 
killing is bad, but this hero is cool, and surely 
there are some people who really have to die? 
The truth is that there’s no one individual 
Agent 47 could kill — whether by exploding 
golf ball or wine press — in order to stop a 
global pandemic. But as long as it lasts, we 
can take refuge in the fantasy of a world in 
which lone wolves rescue the whole species. 


Steven Poole’s Trigger Happy 2.0 is now available from 
Amazon. Visit him online at www.stevenpoole.net 
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DISPATCHES 
PERSPECTIVE 


а 
SAM BARLOW 


Unreliable Narrator 


Exploring stories in games and the art of telling tales 


eath. The undiscovered country from 
Dr по visitor returns. Unless you’ve 

played a videogame, in which case you 
will have returned plenty. I was thinking about 
which game mechanics stood out over the past 
year and the one that had lodged in my head 
was how Amnesia: Rebirth tackles player death. 
Player death is a tricky thing in all cases but is 
perhaps most tricky in horror games, a genre 
whose primary concern is mortality. 

Telling a story is first and foremost about 
making an audience believe in some fictional 
things. The stakes are what we use to hack our 
body’s survival mechanisms (especially ‘the 
imagination’) into caring. The threat of death 
is the most primal of all threats, and if we get 
the imagination thinking that we’re in a life- 
or-death situation, it tries really hard to get 
the rest of the brain on board. This apparent 
jeopardy is what makes horror games so 
immersive. So you’d be forgiven for thinking 
that horror game protagonists die most often. 
In reality, most horror games are designed to 
avoid killing the player because actually dying 
is a recipe for puncturing their immersion. 

In his book Film And Suspense, Altan 
Loker suggests some events should be avoided 
because they break the connection between 
viewer and protagonist. Seeing a protagonist 
have their head chopped off, our body is likely 
to reject this event if we are in possession of a 
head in reality. A viewer may desire to have 
sex with a character through the proxy of the 
protagonist, driving suspension of disbelief. 
But the point where a fictional character 
orgasms highlights the disparity between the 
viewer and the proxy. Better, Lóker advises, to 
brush up against the absolute moment but 
turn back. So the most erotic moment might 
be in a film noir where the femme fatale 
begins a striptease and consummation is close, 
but is interrupted when her violent husband 
returns and the protagonist must hide or flee. 
Desires can be used to stall each other. 

Returning to Amnesia: Rebirth, we see that 
Frictional has learned this lesson. In Rebirth 
the player can never “іе, Instead, upon 
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Most horror games avoid 
killing the player because 
actually dying is a recipe for 
puncturing their immersion 


approaching death, the protagonist is taken 
over by a bestial part of themselves and we 
see flashes of Monster POV as they rush 
around the level We then regain full 
consciousness — sometimes in a new area, or 
an out-of-reach cubby hole accessed via 
monstrous athleticism. It's like waking up 
from a drunken bender with a hazy memory. 
The game will use this device to skip 
encounters or problems that are impeding a 
struggling player. The shock of loss-of-agency 
as our character takes on a life of their own 
mirrors the protagonist's own emotions. Our 
desire to not lose control has distracted us 


from our desire not to die. There is no explicit 
discontinuity. It smooths out the game 
balance and ties into the story of a character 
who is terrified of losing their identity to the 
beast within. Compare that with Resident Evil 
4, an acknowledged masterpiece. The early 
chainsaw opponent is terrifying; it chases us 
around the village, the enhanced vertically of 
the game’s space only increasing the intensity 
of our flight instinct. But should we get 
caught, we’re treated to an animation in which 
the chainsaw decapitates our protagonist. In 
this instant we are no longer sharing Leon’s 
shoes, we become spectators with fully intact 
heads. We reload and rejoin the game as an 
alternate-universe Leon who might not die, a 
new fork in the path. It will take some time to 
suspend our disbelief back to where we were. 

A game, then, should be precise in avoiding 
these physical absolutes — not just to avoid 
frustration, but to preserve the suspension of 
disbelief. Games should be aware of the pure 
desires they аге piggybacking to create 
immersion and then precisely avoid hitting 
the absolute moments that will puncture it. 
Another recent mechanical example is Inkle’s 
Pendragon. A game built around the premise of 
‘what if chess pawns could talk?’ clearly has to 
grapple with death. There’s less direct 
immersion here but the game 1$ still 
interested in preserving continuity after 
failure (the notion of ‘interesting failure’ is key 
to Inkle’s approach to narrative). Should a 
character come close to death, the game gives 
their ally a burst of desperate rage with which 
they can clear the board of enemies. It’s 
dramatic, it adds depth to the character 
relationships, and it keeps the story going. 

So, the next time a game maker is about to 
animate a gory death animation, they should 
consider how they are spending their budget. 
They might redirect efforts toward mechanics 
that allow the game’s precarious juggling act 
to continue, rather than dropping their 
beautifully rendered balls on the floor. 


Sam Barlow is the founder of NYC-based Drowning A Mermaid 
Productions. He can be found on Twitter at @mrsambarlow 
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THE GAMES IN OUR SIGHTS THIS MONTH 


Resident Evil Village 
PC, PS4, PS5, Xbox One, Xbox Series 


Open Roads 
PC, PS4, PS5, Xbox One, Xbox Series 


We Are OFK 
PC 


Wicca 
PC 


46 Balan Wonderworld 
PC, PS4, PS5, Switch, Xbox One, 
Xbox Series 


A8 Acolyte 
PC 


50 Mass Effect 
Legendary Edition 
PC, PS4, Xbox One 
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Coffee Noir 
PC 


тив Boy Commits 
Tax Evasion 
PC 


Windjammers 2 
PC, Stadia, Switch 


The Plane Effect 
PC, PS5, Switch, Xbox Series 


Explore the iPad 
edition of Edge for 
extra Hype content 


Keep talking 


The second halt of probably the most (misquoted review from Edge's very 
early days rarely gets as much attention as the first. “Perhaps you could try 
and make friends with them, form alliances... Now, that would be 
interesting.” Granted, asking for the opportunity to exchange pleasantries 
with Doom's creatures was maybe a little optimistic, but many games since 
have heeded the call for a little more conversation, a little less action. This 
month's Hype crop seems especially keen to allow us to get to know others 
better — in doing so, perhaps we can also learn something about ourselves. 
Take Fullbright's Open Roads for starters. As teenager Tess, you embark 
upon a road trip with your mother Opal, digging into the past to uncover 
truths about two generations of your family. The pairs autumnal journey 
together promises to reveal much about their relationship with one 
another, too. Then there's We Are ОКК, an interactive episodic series set 
against the backdrop of the Los Angeles music scene. We won't just find 
out how the titular band got together, but what drives them, with each 
episode inviting us into the lives of the different members. Elsewhere, 
detective puzzler Acolyte uses natural language input to let us test the 
conversational limits of chatbot Ana, an Al who seems 
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WANTED as fascinated by us as we are by her. 

Genesis Noir PC, Xbox One Admittedly, there's not a great deal of time for chat in 
The Steam Game Festival tempts us back 2 А А А 

to he demo version of Feral Cat Den' the monsterridden highlands of Wicca. But protagonist 


captivating cosmic noir — an abstract 


combination of point-and-click adventure Teagan will need to parley with the spirit that's currently 


and musical plaything. Jazz improv at the 

ыы occupying her brainspace, not to mention the рая 
Guilty Gear Strive PC, PS4, PS5 Н ; 
в Versions of herself she can team up with thanks to her 
title we can actually pronounce. Xrd: Sign newly О ГО nted ti me-sh itt ПО а bi | ities . 


fighting game returns — this time with a 


da 9 in E276, | ing 1 . : 
ніне ысы Talking of powerful women, that brings us to the latest 
Could Stri h better? . e 
В с ией di outlet for the Internet's raging lockdown libido. Regardless 
Neo: The World Ends With You 
PS4, Switch of your feelings for the ninefootsix Lady Dimitrescu, 


Between Persona 5 Strikers and the 


Yakuza Remastered Collection on Game — we're not sure you'll want to get too closely acquainted 


Pass, we've been enjoying a spot of 

virtual tourism in Japanese cies while the — with the other inhabitants of Resident Evil Village, as our 
rea thing is off the table. This follow up 2 

to the cult DS favourite promises to be 


2... discussion with director Morimasa Sato suggests. 


Lady Dimitrescu is at the centre 
of the game's mystery. Who аге 
the three women she calls her 
daughters? What's the story 
behind her glimmering eye? 
And where does a nine-foot-six 
woman buy dresses that fit? 
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VILLAGE 


Capcom mixes the old and new in a 


RESIDENT EVIL 


tall tale of Eastern European vampirism 


Developer/publisher | Capcom 

Format | PC, PS4, PS5, Xbox One, Xbox Series 
Origin | Japan 

Release | June 22 


ABOVE Guarding felt like а 
last-ditch option in Resident 
Evil 7, and it shouldn't be at 
the top of your list of 
responses here, but at least 
now you have the option of 
counter-attacking as well, 
providing space in a pinch. 
RIGHT Beneath the slightly 
camp veneer, and the desire 
to recall the "fun" of RE4, 
beats the heart of a game 
that wants to scare you just 
as much as its predecessor. 
Yep, this may do the trick 


LEFT Capcom hasn't specified 
the game's setting beyond 
‘Eastern Europe’, but clearly 
it's one of the snowier bits. 
There's more to worry about 
than catching a chill, though. 
BELOW The Duke will be a 
welcome sight, appearing in 
quieter moments in order to 
sell gear and upgrade your 
existing armaments, which 
are stored in an attaché case 
that deliberately recalls 
Resident Evil 4's approach 


RESIDENT EVIL VILLAGE 


e’ve been watching Capcom’s 

January showcase, containing 

snippets of Resident Evil Village 
gameplay, and it’s left us with a lot of 
questions we cannot wait to pose to 
Morimasa Sato. For now, though, the game’s 
director wants to keep us dangling, concerned 
that explaining specifics around certain 
mechanics and story details would be to dilute 
the experience ahead of its release in June. 
Example: what’s with the insects that emerge 
from protagonist Ethan Winters’ hand? “I 
really wouldn’t want to spoil this for you,” 
Sato says. “It will be much more exciting to 
check it out in the game!” If he won’t commit 
to getting into some of the nittiest, grittiest 
bits, though, he is at least happy to talk up 
how we might respond to them. “The biggest 
surprise you could possibly imagine awaits 
Ethan Winters in this story,” he says, snapping 
us to attention, before inevitably bringing us 
crashing back down to earth: “What that is, 
you'll have to see for yourself!” 

Before encountering such seismic shocks 
in the game proper, we've been able to sample 
some of the environments in which they will 
play out by downloading the ‘Maiden’ demo 
released for free to all PS5 owners alongside 
Capcom’s video event. With no combat ог 
proper inventory layer, it is a bare-bones 
experience from the perspective of actual play, 
in direct contrast to its visuals, which are the 
most sumptuous ever seen in a Resident Evil 
game. Playing some of the lesser instalments 
over the past 25 years, it's easy to forget that 
the series was built on a foundation of visual 
extravagance, but Village draws a direct line 
back to the source, employing Capcom's RE 
Engine to render a world of twinkling crystal, 
inlaid marble and antique mahogany that 
makes you want to run your fingers across it. 
As a crossplatform game, it falls short of the 
super-optimised PS5-only Demon’s Souls in 
places, and naturally the recently announced 
PS4 and Xbox One versions will suffer 
compromises in detail, resolution and/or 
framerate, but it promises to be a spectacle in 
all of its iterations. Sato says, simply, that 
Village will deliver “the ultimate survival- 
horror experience on PlayStation 4 and Xbox 
One, while the next-generation versions 
bring the game to the next level.” 


Outdoing its mighty predecessor, on 
which Sato held a writing role among other 
responsibilities, is no modest goal. Released 
in 2017, Resident Evil 7 felt like a fresh start 
for the series, its setting and themes working 
hard to get away from the tepidly received 
RE6. (That Capcom was able to show off the 
game initially via the famous VR ‘Kitchen’ 
demo at E3 2015 without players realising it 
had any attachment to the company’s long- 
running horror franchise spoke volumes.) 
Village steers back into more traditional RE 
territory, as illustrated in the ‘Maiden’ demo. 
It’s not far into it that we come across a 
locked door emblazoned with a pained- 
looking face that has an eye missing; shortly 
afterwards we find a ring set with a maroon- 
coloured circular gemstone that seems made 
to measure. Sure enough, the two go together 
in the finest series tradition — a comforting 
feeling that nevertheless can’t help but feel a 


“The biggest surprise you 
could possibly imagine awaits 
Ethan Winters in this story” 


bit like going through the motions after all 
this time. We ask Sato how important it is 
that series heritage is respected this way. 
“While we work hard to challenge players and 
surprise them with each title, there are also 
some things that are expected from a Resident 
Evil game,” he says. “So it’s really essential for 
us to include this kind of puzzle element 
when making a new game in the series.” 
Despite the echoes of older REs, Village 
retains 7's series-pioneering firstperson 
perspective, although Sato reveals that it was 
hardly guaranteed at the outset of the project. 
“There were originally some opinions within 
the team saying that thirdperson perspective 
might bring a different kind of combat 
experience," he explains. ^But I believe that 
the firstperson perspective allows us to 
express the more up-close-and-personal 
fear and desperation of Ethan's story.” 
Combat is one area Sato is open to 
discussing in more detail. We ask about how 
the guarding system has evolved, allowing 
players more options this time around. » 


Like most of Village's 
staff, director 
Morimasa Sato 
previously worked 
on Resident Evil 7 
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RESIDENT EVIL VILLAGE 


“Resident Evil games aren’t about proactively 
hunting down enemies, but rather facing up 
against horrific enemies for your own 
survival,” he begins. “When we were designing 
Resident Evil 7 — a game which was very much 
focused on the horror aspect of the series — it 
felt like a natural conclusion that a system 
was needed during combat for guarding 
against enemy attacks. Then, for Resident Evil 
Village, we evolved this system further by 
having a button input to guard — and thus 
take less damage from an attack — and then 
with a further input push an enemy away for a 
chance to counter-attack with your gun. It’s a 
very effective system when trying to survive 
in the game, but it’s still, first and foremost, 
an emergency measure — it’s by no means 
central to the combat.” 

There is evolution here, then, on top of 
more tradition, with a suite of familiar- 
looking weaponry that can be upgraded in 


“One of the hidden themes 
of Village is recreating the 
fun of Resident Evil 4” 


familiar-looking ways. One aspect that feeds 
into this — a merchant named The Duke, who 
appears at various points throughout the 
game in order to buy and sell items — created 
a particularly warm wave of feeling among 
series fans during the January promo event. 

“One of the hidden themes of Resident 
Evil Village is recreating the fun of Resident 
Evil 4, so it was essential that the merchant 
character have the same sense of playfulness 
as that game had,” Sato says. “The merchant’s 
design is the result of the pursuit of the goal 
of making him a very unique character within 
the world of this game.” 


The castle, the puzzles, the merchant: 
Capcom is consciously stoking memories of 
adventures past, and it’s an approach that has 
resonated. Shifts as drastic as RE7’s don’t — 
can’t — happen with every new instalment, 
and first and foremost, any new game must 
nail down the franchise’s key principles. “Over 
the course of the series, the four key pillars 
have been horror, combat, exploration and 


resource management,” Sato says. “The 
balance between these elements can shift 
depending on the direction of individual 
titles, but those are always what the games 
are built on, and that of course applies for 
Resident Evil Village as well.” 

The mix of elements is being blended in a 
story that involves Ethan Winters settling 
down with his wife a few years on from the 
events of RE7, only for their daughter to be 
kidnapped, necessitating a trip to the titular 
location. It’s not yet clear how the game’s lead 
antagonist, Lady Dimitrescu, feeds into the 
storyline, but it’s clear even from her brief 
appearance in ‘Maiden’ that she’s destined to 
live long in the memory. It’s not just her 
extreme height — nine foot six if you include 
her hat and heels, as specified by art director 
Tomonori Takano, to the delight of apparently 
everyone on the Internet — that deserves 
notice, but the fact that she is so unlike what 
usually accounts for a Resident Evil baddie. 
There is a campy, old-fashioned vibe to the 
character, conjuring up notes of Hammer 
horror that contrast starkly with RE7’s hard- 
edged, occasionally nasty flavourings. That 
Village also includes themes of vampirism and 
lycanthropy seems to further fit an agenda 
built with an eye on classic motifs. 

Sensing that we’re preparing ourselves for 
a knockabout romp, however, Sato is eager to 
establish that we shouldn’t read too much 
into what we’ve seen so far. “As you know, one 
of the central themes of the Resident Evil 
series is horror or fear,” he says, “and I would 
just warn you not to take anything you’ve 
seen so far as an indication that you can relax 
in terms of horror content! There are plenty 
of intense and horrifying scenes in the game, 
but we’ve chosen to leave those for you to 
experience by yourself.” 

There he goes again, refusing to allow us 
to completely spoil the game for ourselves 
months before it’s even finished, and we’re 
out of time. For now, we don’t get to discover 
exactly what he means when he says that this 
new game will offer more freedom than RE7, 
with more room for player experimentation — 
these things will have to wait, possibly until 
Capcom releases its next demo, said to be 
focused on how the core action plays out 
against those lavishly furnished backdrops. № 


Castle mania 


Capcom has stated 
that Village will be 
“much larger” than 
RE7 in terms of its 
playing area, but that 
isn’t particularly 
surprising given that 
the previous game 
centred on a family 
dwelling while this 
new adventure has a 
considerably larger 
scope. Sato has 
spoken about the 
team’s desire to 
surprise players by 
allowing them to 
explore areas that 
initially seem out of 
reach, and we wonder 
how the map is laid 
out, and how much 
emphasis is placed on 
the castle itself. “You 
can think of the castle 
as being part of the 
village, which is both 
the title and setting 
of the game,” Sato 
says, before 
concluding ina 
manner we should 
have seen coming. 
“How the castle 
relates to the village, 
and how the 
gameplay is spread 
across the various 
areas, is something 
I'd love for you to 
experience yourself.” 


ABOVE The Duke and his 
wagon roll in to provide 
everything you need for the 
next leg of your adventure, 
and also to take unwanted 
items off your hands — 
hopefully at a high price. 
LEFT Village Of Shadows 
doesn't seem like ideal 
bedtime reading, but we 
shouldn't be too hard on 
Mia Winters, whose child is 
about to be snatched away, 
setting everything in motion 


ШЕ «cao ме 


OPEN ROADS 


Fullbright's star-studded road trip 
looks to new horizons 


Developer | Fullbright ~ 
Publisher | Annapurna Interactive 
Format | PC, consoles TBA 
Origin | US 
Release | 2021 


Steve Gaynor: "We're huge 2D 
animation lovers at the studio. 
| mean, we all have our list of 
favourite Ghibli movies." 
(Gaynor's picks, incidentally, 
are Kiki's Delivery Service 

and Princess Mononoke) > 


A History af the 
Canadean- A pirtis 
Bentley Trade. and 
M the Secret Fortunes 


Left лт 


Judd $. Baldwin 


TOP Tucked away in their 
attic, a box of old notes 
and letters prompts Tess 
and Ора!" road trip. 

ABOVE The Upper Midwest 
landscape, in all its glowing 
autumnal splendour. 

LEFT Open Roads is set in 
the early noughties, so you 
won't be able to rely on 
Google Maps to navigate. 
BOTTOM Gaynor: “We want 
to be able to have those 
moments where it really 
feels like being on the road 
with your parents when 
you were growing up” 


ОРЕМ 
ROADS 


o one at Fullbright knew what 2021 

would look like when it brought its 

third game to Annapurna Interactive 
in 2018. Even so, it’s hard to deny the allure 
of the open road is particularly keen when 
long-distance travel is off the table. The 
studio’s goal back then was no less appealing 
to those of us isolated from family and 
friends: they wanted to make a game where 
you had some company. As in Gone Home 
and Tacoma, you’re investigating places and 
piecing together a history — in this case, 
properties that reveal the hidden past of 
protagonist Tess’s late grandmother — but 
this time you’re not alone. In those games 
we looked into the past to get a glimpse into 
the lives of others. Now, through the process 
of doing that, we’ll get to know the people 
inhabiting those spaces in the present. 

The relationship between Tess (Kaitlyn 
Dever) and her mother Opal (Keri Ryan) 
brings a new dynamic to a Fullbright game. 
“When you find something and your mom 
tells you something about it — even if she’s 
not lying to you, it’s still her interpretation, 
you're seeing it through her perspective, and 
so there's an interesting tension to that," 
creative director Steve Gaynor says. ^What 
do I see with my own eyes? What is this 
other person telling me about it? And what 
does all that really mean if you don't take it 
strictly at face value?" 


You could even say it brings a new 
dynamic to pop games, full stop. We've had 
plenty of games about fathers lately, but 
precious few about mothers and daughters. 
“Аз you say, we've seen a lot of dad games in 
the last five years," Gaynor laughs, though 
he's keen not to dismiss the *important" 
achievements of games such as The Walking 
Dead, The Last Of Us and God Of War. 
Gaynor's wife Rachel has worked closely 
with him on the story for Open Roads, he 
says. “Between the people on the team being 
interested in exploring and bringing their 
experience of a mother-daughter 
relationship, and just the general interest in 
doing something that we haven't seen very 
much of at this kind of scale, it was really 
exciting for us to be able to ask, ‘What does 
that look like?' And we're fortunate that it's 


allowing us to work with two exciting, 
talented actors for the lead roles." 

An ever-present NPC represented a new 
challenge for Fullbright. Having worked on 
BioShock Infinite for a year, Gaynor is 
familiar with the complexities of doing so 
with a large budget; for a team with the 
resources of Fullbright, it meant finding a 
new way. If Opal won't be another Elizabeth 
in terms of the complexity of modelling, 
animation and AI, Gaynor doesn't see that as 
a handicap, citing how Tacoma's abstractions 
allowed the player's imagination to fill gaps. 
“They can project what they imagine the 
reality of those scenes looking like onto the 
game in a way that is always going to be 
better than anything we could have put on 
the screen, and that makes the experience 
personal to the player." 

Still, this time they needed a physical 
presence. Enter Noél Clark, responsible for 


^What do | see with my own 
eyes? What is this other 
person felling me about it?" 


those Tacoma animations, and classically 
trained in 2D animation, who has managed 
to span Open Roads' dimensional gap. “Т want 
to ensure that the 2D characters are 
integrated into the 3D world in a way that 
you can tell they really exist there, and 
they're not just like, glued onto the screen,” 
Gaynor says. As a result, the 2D models will 
take on natural light and shadow so they feel 
as if they fit into these high-fidelity 3D 
environments. “It’s something that we've not 
really seen before,” he adds. “Hopefully, it 
makes it feel both unique in concept but 
natural in practice." 

Given the studio's previous form, 
Gaynor's optimism seems well-placed; 
indeed, in Annapurna it seemingly has the 
perfect partner for the journey ahead. *I have 
confidence that whatever the outcome is, it's 
going to be based on Annapurna supporting 
the quality of the release. At the end of the 
day, I don't think any of us want to cast these 
actors and then not have what we make live 
up to having them involved." BM 


The asphalt 
world 


Gaynor considers the 
various buildings 
you'll poke your nose 
around as the game's 
main levels, with the 
journeys in between 
as evocative 
interstitials. "They 
aren't so fleeting 
that they're not an 
important part of the 
game," he says, but 
they offer a useful 
breather from 
"exploration and 
finding all these 
things that you're 
having these deep 
back and forth 
discussions about." 
They're useful as a 
pacing device, he 
adds, providing a 
natural ebb and flow 
to the story. "We 
asked ourselves: what 
are the parts of the 
road-trip experience 
that crystallise the 
memory of what it 
means? It's not Desert 
Bus, it's not a literal 
representation of it — 
it's finding that 
balance, while making 
it feel like we do 
justice to the driving 
part of a road trip." 
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Developer/ 
publisher 
Team OFK 

Format PC 
Origin US 
Release Spring 


WE ARE OFK 


From Hyper Light to the limelight: a musical journey 


ime to break kayfabe: during our 
Т interview with Teddy Dief in E355, we 

played along with their notion that OFK 
is a real band, and talked about the story of 
Itsumi, Luca, Jey and Carter in-fiction with 
them. The point was to illustrate something 
that gets to the heart of We Are OFK: a crucial 
part of its development has been that narrative 
investment in the reality of the band, and the 
extensive lore that has been constructed 
around the members. It’s almost eerie how 
easily Dief rattles off their backstories, but 
this is precisely what we meant when we 
referred to the fusion of art and performance. 
It’s clear the idea has been in their head for a 
while, and over time it’s been fleshed out into 


There is a desire here to reach 
a very different audience to 


that of Hyper Light Drifter 


an entire world. And that world has bled into 
our own: the band members even have their 
own individual social media accounts. 
Transmedia storytelling is nothing new, 
of course, but a five-episode interactive 
animated series is quite the departure from 
Hyper Light Drifter, which Dief co-designed 
with creator Alx Preston. “The parts of Hyper 
Light that I loved the most had to do with our 
narrative and how we sprinkled that into that 
world,” they tell us. “Although my work looked 
very different on Hyper Light than it does on 
this, I really wanted to embrace an 
opportunity to produce something that was 
still visually beautiful, and that people could 
connect to on that level, but eschewed 
violence for something more human-sized.” 
It’s evidently a more down-to-earth story, 
and one that’s close to Dief’s heart — and 
their creative base in LA. “From there I started 
working with our producer, Mikayla Foote, who 
comes from the music industry — we both 
had a vested interest in the creative process of 


music. And seeing as I was looking for a story 
that was about making something, it felt like 
a really nice fit to tell the story of some people 
who were trying to make music in Los Angeles. 
That’s sort of how the pieces came together.” 

Are there many similarities between 
making music and games? “The more time 
I’ve spent with people in other creative fields, 
the more I see that, these days, we all spend a 
lot of time on computers fiddling with knobs, 
so to speak,” they smile. “Obviously, we have 
things like programming that don’t as often 
play into the creative process of music, but I 
do think the life experience seems similar — 
as do the emotional journeys of trying to put 
a project together, to figure out what you want 
to say, and how you’re going to find an 
audience for it.” 

They couldn’t have found a much bigger 
occasion to reveal OFK to the world, with The 
Game Awards debuting the animated video 
for the band's first single, Follow/Unfollow. 
There is a desire here to reach a very different 
audience to that of Hyper Light Drifter: the 
game's interactivity has been designed to be 
“meaningful yet approachable,” with the 
player making choices in dialogue, and 
through text messages to contribute to the 
story. “It was really important to both get the 
audience involved in person-to-person 
conversations, and in conversations over text, 
because that’s part of modern communication 
and how we all experience each other.” 


Indeed, the game's stories will be drawn 
from the lived experiences of many of the 
staff at the studio that worked on it, although 
Dief is quick to clarify that no specific 
person's story will be recreated here. “The 
characters are amalgamations of experiences 
that myself and my co-writer Claire [Jia] and 
members of our team have shared and talked 
about together," they say. “I think it's important 
that it not be simple autobiography, but also 
that we can see ourselves in these characters 
and experiences." Music to our ears. № 


Art of noise 


"Every element of the 
project evolved out of 
the people that we 
brought into it," Dief 
says, explaining how 
the game's distinctive 
aesthetic came to life. 
"Our art director 
Jenny Yu is a painter, 
she's worked in 
animation and the 
gallery world, and she 
does these beautiful 
paintings that are 
both grand and also 
intimate — like | can 
kind of see into these 
characters' eyes that 
they can feel a 
loneliness, but also a 
hope." That's vital for 
a game with a firm 
focus on visual 
storytelling, in which 
each chapter seeks to 
represent different 
emotions. Fellow art 
director Nafisah Tung 
helped determine the 
band's look and style. 
"They're really into 
fashion, and having 
them on the team 
defined the flavour of 
how the characters 
express themselves in 
clothing," Dief says. 


«аала йаа û 


кті 


ТОР Тһе game promises to 
explore all aspects of the 
creative process — and the 


emotions that go with them. 


RIGHT Text communication is 
central to We Are ОҒК5 
storytelling, Dief says. 
BELOW Three-quarters of 
OFK: manager and 
keyboardist Itsumi, visual 
artist Carter and vocalist 
Luca relaxing together in 
their Los Angeles apartment 


YESSSS idk how tong jey 
wants to record but i'll be there 
after 


i'm just gonna walk into the 
studio and follow her lead ! 
guess lol 


lol smart. ok come whenever! 


im almost there but doors 


open at B 


yay ok see u later 


vov 


comnq? 


TOP The band's story begins 
with Itsumi sneaking her 
way into a Hollywood party 
where she meets producer 
Jey. "Musically, Jey is sort of 
the heart of things," Dief 
says. "In live performances, 
she's running samples on her 
laptop and controller to 
centre the music" 
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Developer/ 
publisher 
Autoexec Games 
Format PC 
Origin Canada 
Release Q3 2021 


WICCA 


SangFroid creator's action/strategy hybrid has us under its spell 
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elping others, it's often said, starts 

with helping yourself — a maxim to 

which Autoexec Games' latest firmly 
adheres. For protagonist Teagan MacPhee, it 
begins with a glimpse of someone who looks 
uncannily like her, looking down from a 
nearby hilltop. She's sprinting away from a 
ravening horde when this doppelganger 
intervenes, hurling a sparkling projectile at 
one before targeting a gnarled oak tree with a 
different curse — one that sees it bend over 
and reach down with its branches to scoop 
up a few of these snarling creatures. Her 
saviour, it turns out, is Teagan herself — and 
there's a spine-tingling moment to come 


soon after, when you get the chance to act 
out the miraculous event you just witnessed. 

Given she's a witch from the 16th 
century, you can forgive Teagan for not being 
familiar with the concept of time travel. But 
then she has more pressing concerns: when 
we meet her, she's about to be burned at the 
stake. With corruption blighting the land of 
Hogendale and armies of humanoid creatures 
destroying everything in their path, the king 
decrees that witches must be to blame. But 
as the fires are lit, her cousin Edwin unties 
her — right at the moment the soul of her 
burning neighbour takes flight, and takes up 
residence within Teagan. 


It's worth absorbing as many 
spirits as you can while 
earthbound so you can 
control the action from 
above - where you're 
relatively safe — for longer 


An Earth Spirit spell can 
entangle small groups іп а 
knot of roots. They'll take 
damage while they're 
trapped, letting you 
target them more easily 


Wherever you go on the 
map, Wicca captures the 
ruggedness of its Scottish 
setting. From wild expanses 
to thick woodlands, there's 
an earthy beauty to it all 


It's not the first time in recent months 
we've had two voices fighting within the 
same body, but the spirit of Amina is a lot 
more helpful than Johnny Silverhand, giving 
Teagan a host of new powers that let her 
fight back. It begins simply, with a 
knockback spell that lets you clear some 
valuable space (though it's bound to a 
hideously long cooldown). Absorb any 
floating spirits and you'll gain the chance to 
summon elemental allies to further occupy 
enemies and thin out their numbers. And 


It feels like you're getting to 


play tactical general and 
frontline soldier all at once 


you can block their advances on the villages 
you're tasked with protecting by summoning 
stone walls, or by harnessing the power of 
Mother Nature via those arboreal aggressors. 

Not all of that is possible at ground level, 
but one of Teagan's newly learned skills lets 
her liberate her own soul from its flesh 


_ Kill. thetremaining creatures 


> 


prison so she can float over the land, 
directing the action from above for as long as 
her mana pool lasts. Then it’s back down to 
earth to muck in yourself, while topping up 
your spirit levels. As you switch between 
thirdperson action and top-down tower 
defence, controlling the crowd from ground 
and air, it feels like you’re getting to play 
tactical general and frontline soldier all at 
once. Although it pays not to get too close to 
the enemy: should a single monster get hold 
of Teagan, her number’s up. 

Then again, as we’ve already established, 
she’s not entirely alone — at least once you 
unlock the ability to fight alongside echoes 
of yourself. Now you can even out those 
odds, hitting the rewind button just as a 
creature lurches forward to grab you and 
doubling (and then tripling) your firepower. 
With the ability to also lay down portals to 
instantly zip away from danger, or to the side 
of a struggling ally, it suddenly feels like a 
much fairer fight. 

But not too fair. Though the game’s lead 
designer, Vincent Blanchard, assures us 
Wicca’s currently stern difficulty will be 
rebalanced between now and its Q3 release, 
it’s only right that it should feel like a 
struggle, as you desperately try to stem a 
relentless tide that’s flowing towards you 
from all sides. The chaos, too, is only fitting 
for such an unusual combination of genres. 
Yet somehow it all coheres: amid all the 
mayhem, a single voice rings out, distinctive 
and clear. Now that’s witchcraft. № 


Dead of night 


Trigger your Soulsight 
ability to hover above 
Hogendale's wildlands 
and you'll see each 
cluster of enemies 
represented by a 
single, huge figure — 
imagine a 16th-century 
Attack On Titan — with 
a number representing 
the size of the group 
you're looking at. It's 
another of Wicca's 
many smart choices, 
giving you a clear 
strategic overview of 
the biggest threats 
and where you need to 
focus your attention 
first. Stalling them 
with a rocky 
obstruction rather 
than launching an 
all-out assault is 
sometimes the most 
sensible way to start, 
particularly in the 
second story level 
where you're asked 

to hold off waves of 
Bone Walkers until 
sunrise. With your 
enemy more resistant 
to regular projectile 
spells, you must adapt 
your approach to 
survive the night. 
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Developer 

Square Enix, Arzest 
Publisher Square Enix 
Format PC, PS4, 

PS5, Switch, Xbox One, 
Xbox Series 

Origin Japan 
Release March 26 


BALAN WONDERWORLD 


Is Yuji Naka’s return missing a trick? 


46 


ne thing you can count on from any 

Yuji Naka game is a sprinkling of 

magic. Since he left Sega 15 years 
ago, the career of Sonic’s creator has been 
mixed, but as producer at indie studio Prope 
he’s overseen a range of smaller games, each 
shot through with summery charm and 
vibrant colour. Five years ago he seemed to 
have run aground with the inexplicably awful 
Rodea: The Sky Soldier on Wii U — yet that 
was a bastardised version of a Wii game that 
turned out to be much better. We hoped, 
then, that his reunion with Nights Into 
Dreams director Naoto Ohshima might be a 
return to Sonic Team form. Alas, our 
optimism seems to have been misplaced. 

Which isn’t to say that the old Naka 

magic is entirely absent. It’s there in Balan 
himself, a mischievous but seemingly 
benevolent prankster who looks for all the 
world like a secret unlockable character from 
Nights. It’s there in the bright, energetic 
cutscenes, too. We’re quickly introduced 
to protagonists Emma Cole and Leo Craig 
(you must choose one at the outset, though 
both come with a range of preset 
customisation options) before being whisked 


away to a fantastical world among the clouds. 


There’s a sense of cheerful ceremony to it 
all, heightened by the way the first level 
assembles itself in front of you before 
letting you stroll inside. 


Sadly, when the strolling begins, so too 
do our concerns. The presentation is uneven: 
imaginative background details abound, but 
your close surroundings are strangely empty, 
feeling flat even as the floor undulates 
underfoot. There’s little joy in the running 
and jumping, while the combat is as dull as 
the camera is clumsy. Every so often a group 
of nondescript shades will spawn, and one of 
the most efficient ways to deal with them is 
to leap on their heads. 

There is, however, an alternative. 
Scattered around you’ll find power-ups 


(oddly, you first need to locate a key to 
unlock them) that see Emma or Leo dona 
new guise. It’s effectively a twist on Super 
Mario Odyssey’s capture mechanic, though 
here you can switch between three different 
outfits at once — with a deliberate delay that 
becomes mildly annoying. As in Odyssey, 
each one changes your locomotion or boosts 
your destructive capabilities in some way, 
yet the results are generally underwhelming. 
The designs may be cute, but a cloud that 
floats along and rides updraughts is hardly 
new, even if it looks like a sheep. There’s a 
wolf with a familiar-looking spin attack and 
a bat with a homing attack that can bounce 
off enemies and hovering objects to gain 


There’s little joy in the jumping, 
while the combat is as dull 
as the camera is clumsy 


more air just like Sonic. The Elastiplant 
ability, meanwhile, is just a poor man’s 
version of Odyssey’s Uproots. 

There’s the kernel of an good idea in the 
way these power-ups function not only 
effectively as extra lives but as ways to 
access hidden areas in previous worlds — 
often you need them to reach the golden 
Balan statues that are your train fare to new 
destinations, though the execution often 
requires little more than turning a key ina 
lock (or, in the case of the Gear Prince outfit, 
rotating a cog to move a platform into 
position). It’s summed up by your occasional 
encounters with the mysterious Balan 
himself: find him and it appears you’re 
getting the chance to play as him, which is 
only true for the duration of a simple QTE. 
In the end, it comes down to the difference 
between a magician and a showman — at 
heart, Balan Wonderworld feels like a lot of 
presentational curlicues straining to dress 
up a pretty basic parlour trick. № 


Tiny Tower 


The hub from which 
you access the various 
worlds is effectively a 
Chao Garden by 
another name - only 
here you're invited to 
look after the Tims, a 
group of tiny, 
adorably pudgy 
critters that are 
hungry for the gems 
you bring back. You'll 
scatter these among 
like-coloured flowers 
for the diminutive 
pets to scoff, before 
leading them to а 
kind of hamster wheel 
that they'll leap 
aboard, spinning it to 
unlock the first part 
of the Tower O' Tims, 
which appears to be a 
miniature playground 
of sorts. The more 
they interact with it, 
the more it grows; 
whether it's purely 
decorative or it leads 
to somewhere new 
and exciting isn't 
immediately 
apparent, but 
watching them hop 
around the place is a 
cute distraction 
nonetheless. 


ТОР There's a desperate lack 
of imagination in the way 
these mirror portals work. 
ABOVE It appears as if more 
budget was assigned to the 
cutscenes than the game. 
MAIN Some background 
details are purely decorative, 
while other platforms can be 
reached with the right 
costume. It's not always 
clear which is which, mind 


ғы же» | 


TOP These dancing NPCs 
disappear as you approach 
them, almost as if they're 
embarrassed to be here. 
RIGHT Composer Ryo 
Yamazaki does his best to 
breathe life into the game 
with some lively themes, but 
he's fighting a losing battle 
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Developer/ 
publisher Superstring 
Format PC 
Origin UK 
Release TBA 2021 


ACOLYTE 


This Atoowered detective game is a real conversation piece 


hatbot use has spiked during the 

COVID pandemic. As businesses 

adapt to the digital shift, many have 
been deployed to handle customer queries. 
But increasingly they’re helping tackle 
loneliness, too — reportedly half a million 
people downloaded digital companion apps 
last April alone. As such, Superstring’s 
follow-up to ambitious FMV adventure 
Headspun seems especially timely. 

The idea behind Acolyte, however, has 
been percolating in creator Jamin Smith’s 
head for years — ever since he played 2015 
mobile game Lifeline, in which you exchange 
text messages with a stranded astronaut. “I 
was blown away by it,” he tells us. “The 


Ana wouldn't pass the Turing 
test, but as we talk to our Al 
assistant, we're won over 


scope of that game is tiny, but it achieved so 
much with so little. I wanted something that 
was more manageable after Headspun, 
because that game was just a beast for one 
person to handle.” 

Independently of that, he started talking 
to technology firm Spirit АІ, whose 
Character Engine is designed to use natural 
language input to simulate conversations. 
“Their aspiration is to integrate this into 
narrative games and really revolutionise how 
NPCs work in games,” Smith explains, “so 
that you’re not just selecting from three 
dialogue options — to an extent, you can say 
whatever you want.” 

It’s a mutually beneficial partnership; 
games such as this will bring wider exposure 
to the tech, while the advantages are quickly 
apparent even when you play through 


T 


Acolyte's short prologue. Sure, Ana wouldn't 
pass the Turing test — indeed, part of your 
role as a new employee of tech startup 
Nanomax is to test her limitations. But as 
we talk to our AI assistant, we're quickly 
won over. Objectives are set for us, but when 
we're asked to find out ten facts about Ana, 
we're given free rein to decide what we'd like 
to know. We discuss dreams, colours, films 
and music, while in return she asks if we're 
introverted or extroverted, and whether we 
prefer cats or dogs. 

Inevitably, there's more to it than just 
light-hearted chat. We're asked to report a 
specific bug if it shows up, and Ana — who's 


^ 


Welcome, Tom 


LEFT Smith has been closely 
studying player data from 
Acolyte's prologue, and says 
there are a number of things 
Ana can do that no one has 
discovered yet. "I'm really 
excited for that to filter into 
the communications and the 
community," he tells us 


p Ps 
we 


ONE 


His budget didn't quite 
stretch far enough to include 
them in the demo, but Smith 
wants male acolytes in the 
finished game: "If you ask 
Ana about her identity, what 
she thinks of herself and 
why she's been made to look 
how she does, there are 
responses to that. And I've 
tried to tee up the fact that 
in the future you can choose 
from different options" 


already begun exhibiting some unusual 
behaviour — subsequently asks us not to. 
The concept of an AI becoming self-aware is 
hardly new; likewise the idea of a tech 
company being up to no good. But the way 
we're softened up by the gentle opening 
(which could perhaps afford to wait a little 
longer before letting the cracks show) and 
the freeform manner of our conversation 
with Ana draws us into the mystery. 
Likewise when a message dredged up 
from the deepest recesses of her memory 
banks has us alt-tabbing to our web browser 
to translate binary code. This is merely the 
first invitation to head outside of the game 


NEW TASK ADDED 
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TECHNOLOGY 


The Latest from Nanomax 


Available Tasks 
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"it bug 


report to Nanomax if four 
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to do some digging. Nanomax has a web 
presence already, and Smith has grand 
aspirations — within his acknowledged 
budget constraints — to flesh this out 
further, through articles, social media 
channels and more. 

Smith notes that forcing the player to 
leave the game is considered a cardinal sin, 
admitting that a game designer friend 
responded to the idea with shock. Yet people 
are becoming increasingly accustomed to 
multitasking — just as many of us keep 
social media feeds open or have Twitch 
streams running in the corner of the screen, 
it feels natural to switch out and back again, 
the game becoming just another window on 
our desktop. That’s why, despite the portrait 
dimensions betraying Acolyte’s original 
design as a mobile release, it fits well on PC. 
^We're intentionally breaking that rule for 
the effect of immersion, and blurring the 
lines between the fiction of the game and 
the reality of your own world,” Smith says. 
“The response suggests that it works. Now 
we just have to double down on that.” № 


Talking a 
good game 


Ana's not a natural 
conversationalist just 
yet – though given 
she's an Al, even the 
odd generic reply 
doesn't shatter the 
illusion. "It almost 
gives you a get-out- 
of-jail-free card for 
any weird responses," 
Smith says. "You're 
not talking to a 
human like you are in 
Lifeline, so you kind 
of get away with it a 
little bit more." But 
the beauty of 
releasing an early 
prologue is that Smith 
can use player data 
and feedback to make 
Ana a more capable 
chatbot. "You've got 
a potentially infinite 
number of ways 
players can interact 
with her," he says, 
acknowledging his 
own playtests can 
only go so far. "There 
are ways that people 
have interacted with 
Ana that | hadn't even 
thought about." 
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ROUND-UP 


MASS EFFECT LEGENDARY EDITION 


Developer BioWare Publisher Electronic Arts Format PC, PS4, Xbox One Origin Canada Release May 14 


BioWare's space-opera trilogy might still be its finest, so news of this remastered collection was welcomed by enthusiasts of 
long-form sci-fi storytelling, alien romance and resource mining. The first game will see the most tweaking, naturally, though 
expect improved textures across all three games and 40 pieces of accompanying DLC (minus one bonus chapter lost to corrupted 
source code, and the third game's multiplayer mode). We have to confess, though, looking at the footage we wonder how much 
of the visual upgrade work has involved lens flare, which is being used in quantities unseen outside the oeuvre of JJ Abrams. 


COFFEE NOIR 


Developer NAOS Software Publisher DOJI Format PC Origin Poland Release Q1 2021 


Yes, it's yet another noirish detective game to add to our case files — but this one's also a 
business management sim where you run a coffee shop. Your private eye is undercover as a 
barista, chasing down leads while balancing the books. From the quantity of management 
menus on show, we suspect this could be your classic in-too-deep story, where the detective 
forgets it's a disguise and gets lured into the dark world of caffeine salesmanship. 
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TURNIP BOY COMMITS TAX 
EVASION 


Developer Snoozy Kazoo Publisher Graffiti Games 
Format PC Origin US Release Q2 2021 


We don't endorse the titular crime, but that needn't dampen 
the appeal of this Zelda-ish adventure, with an exceedingly 
online sense of humour and visuals that tip the Minish Cap to 
handheld classics. Besides, Turnip Boy intends to bring down a 
government — and perhaps capitalism. That, we can endorse. 


WINDJAMMERS 2 


Developer/publisher DotEmu 
Format PC, Stadia, Switch Origin France Release 2021 


"Can we have our frisbee back?" A question common to kids 
ringing the doorbell, and the dedicated cult of fans who still 
hold the original Neo Geo sports game dear. This sequel has 

been delayed multiple times, and lacks a solid release date — 
but after over 25 years, what's a little more waiting? 


THE PLANE EFFECT 


Dev Studio Kiku, Innova Interactive Pub PQube Format PC, PS5, 
Switch, Xbox Series Origin Italy, Thailand Release 2021 


The perfect tonic for anyone at risk of glorifying the workday 
commute after so long away. In this isometric adventure, your 
sole aim is to get home through a gloomy drone-patrolled 
dystopian city, with the slight complication that you don't 
seem to be able to remember where exactly home is. 
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he situation is a familiar one: hanging from а 
half-collapsed building shouting “Help! Help!” 
into a headset. Massed zombies claw at our 
feet, but we have three friends with machine 
guns coming to the rescue. We emerge crusted 
with gore, clamber across heaps of undead, 
reload and are ready to charge into the next 
building. The sound of distant screaming only 
adds to the sense that we might never escape 
the city of Evansburgh. The world has fallen 
to an infestation that’s turned almost 
everyone into a zombie — the fast, angry type, 
not the shambling specimens from George A 
Romero films. If you can’t work together, you 
and your comrades will end up as a pile of 
guts. If nothing else, Back 4 Blood works as an 
extremely stressful team-building exercise. 
The game is the spiritual follow-up to the 
Left 4 Dead series. It’s been more than ten 


years since Left 4 Dead 2, and there’s a sense 
that the new game is a matter of unfinished 
business for Orange County-based Turtle 
Rock Studios. The original games’ structure 
remains intact: four teammates blast through 
gauntlets in firstperson, slaying hundreds of 
undead — both regular ones and mutant 
minibosses with the power to leap from walls, 
launch vomit at you, and smash you with 
huge, stretchy arms — as they move between 
the safe rooms that punctuate each level. 

Back 4 Blood feels more refined than its 
predecessors. Movement is surprisingly 
quick, and the addition of a sprint command 
and small touches such as mantling make 
your survivor feel more elegant to control. 
You can aim down iron sights now, which 
instantly affords the armoury more nuance. 
Going to your scope gives you accuracy at the 
expense of peripheral vision — an important 
tradeoff in a game where dozens of zombies 
can swarm you from unexpected angles. In a 
tight situation you can spray and pray with 
hip fire, a tactic at its best with the pleasingly 
fierce submachine gun. 

The weapons kick back hard, encouraging 
you to want to fire in bursts from longer 


ranges for more precision — or to take 
advantage of the M16’s three-round burst 
capability. You have two weapon slots, the 
first letting you equip a large primary weapon 
such as an assault rifle, submachine gun or 
shotgun, the second reserved for sidearms 
and melee weapons. Naturally, the latter 
option serves as a backup when you’ve run 
out of ammo or if you’d simply rather carve 
into zombies with a machete than waste 
valuable assault-rifle rounds. 


But to succeed, Back 4 Blood needs to be 
more than a satisfying FPS in an increasingly 
crowded field of great co-op shooters. 
Tripwire’s Killing Floor adopted a Clive 
Barker-like tone and gave players hugely 
satisfying weapons. Fatshark’s Vermintide 
added a greater melee focus and an advanced 


loot system, embedded in Warhammer 
Fantasy’s established world. Even Destiny’s 
raids owe a debt to Left 4 Dead, but they also 
feature advanced puzzles and extensive 
progression systems in a glowing futuristic 
setting, the promise of new loot and tougher 
challenges ensuring players return for more. 
Back 4 Blood features deckbuilding. The 
decision to add collectible card game elements 
to a gory action-movie shooter is an unusual 
one, but in practice it gives you extensive 
options to create builds that evolve over the 
course of a campaign as you draw new cards 
and use them to modify your character’s 
attributes and change the game world. 
“There are endless strategies around 
deckbuilding, and it’s a game feature that 
we’ve leaned on more and more during 
development,” says Turtle Rock Studios 
co-founder and design director Chris 
Ashton. “For example, you can play an 
economy card to force more copper [the 
game’s currency] to spawn in the world, to 
better afford weapons and zombie-killing 
gear. You still have to go out there and kill 
zombies and find it, but it’s there because 
you chose to put that card in your deck.” № 
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Environmental factors 

such as flaming cars can 

be useful when fighting -- -* 
bosses, though at 

advanced difficulty levels 
you have to be careful of 
friendly-fire damage 
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Developer Turtle Rock Studios 
Publisher Warner Brothers 
Interactive Entertainment 
Format PC, PS4, PS5, Xbox 
One, Xbox Series 

Release June 22 
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STICK 
OR TWIST? 


Dedicated collectible 
card games and 
deckbuilders have 
enjoyed huge success 
recently, as we've seen 
with CCGs Hearthstone 
and Magic: The 
Gathering, along with 
the excellent deckbuilder 
Slay The Spire. Things get 
tricky when developers 
add card systems to 
other genres. The idea of 
drawing from a pool of 
cards is easily readable, 
but the notion of playing 
cards sits uncomfortably 
in some settings. It 
makes sense that Geralt 
would stop at an inn for 
a game of Gwent, but it’s 
strange to think of 
applying upgrade cards 
to your wall-running 
futuristic warrior in 
Titanfall. № will be a 
challenge to perfect the 
UI and presentation of 
the card system in Back 4 
Blood so it's easy for the 
entire team to read yet 
fits the game's blood- 
soaked aesthetic. 
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infection that turns them into 
crazed killers. The heroes you 
play as are called Cleaners 
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The card system also gives players a new 
way to compete with the malevolent 
background AI that decides where and when 
zombies and their mutated counterparts 
spawn. Turtle Rock calls it the Game Director, 
and between rounds it can play its own 
*corruption' cards against you. As troublesome 
as it sounds, it's a feature than can actually 
give you valuable insight into what's coming 
at you in the next map. 

“Tt allows players some transparency into 
what the Game Director is doing, so they can 
develop a counter-strategy,’ Ashton tells us. 
“Рог example, the Director is playing a bunch 
of Tallboys [enormous gangly monsters that 
charge from a distance] in the next section — 
you don't know exactly where or when they 
are going to spawn, but armed with this 
knowledge and all those coppers you collected 
in the previous map, you and your teammates 
could stock up on HE grenades to take out the 
Tallboys more easily.” 

This explains why our team is absolutely 
destroyed on our first attempt at the campaign, 
before we've started to get to know the card 
system. Ammo is scarce and the hordes are 
utterly relentless. The missions in Left 4 Dead 
were paced dynamically, the game's AI 
Director allowing for periods of rest between 
sudden rushes. Back 4 Blood's Director is not 
so lenient, bludgeoning you with crowds 
while throwing multiple mutated infected at 
you at the same time. Cards allow you to 
strategically tilt levels in your favour as you 
increase the chance of certain types of ammo 
spawning, or adapt your active cards to favour 
particular styles of play. 

Take ‘Down in Front! a talent that gives 
you ten per cent damage resistance and 
immunity to friendly fire when you crouch. 
This accentuates a particular style of play 
familiar to Left 4 Dead players, where a couple 
of survivors in front crouch to allow friends to 
fire over their heads. The card enables you to 
become a frontline bulwark, and you might 
favour short-range shotguns and submachine 
guns as a result. Back 4 Blood's audiovisual 
design supports this too: crouching tilts your 
gun sideways slightly, removing the need for 
UI elements to remind you of your stance. 
Friendly fire is highly visible, so you can easily 
see where your teammates are aiming. 

The results can be spectacular, especially 
when all of your team members communicate 
effectively and back up together to funnel a 
horde of enemies through a doorway so the 
four of you can let loose your accumulated 
arsenal in one lethal torrent. Terrifying 
numbers of shambling enemies can appear 
simultaneously, spraying ludicrous » 
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amounts of blood around, especially when 
you land headshots. 

Alternatively, you might play cards that 
improve your melee performance, which can 
sometimes make the secondary-slot weapons 
even more powerful than the primary option. 
Everyone enters a campaign with a deck — 
there are presets, but the strategic intrigue of 
the game relies on building your own. 
Between levels, each player receives three 
cards from their deck, of which they can play 
one before heading into the next section. 

For even more customisation, the heroes 
have different passive abilities to support 
extra build tailoring. For example, Hoffman 
has a passive called “бо Many Pockets’ that 
lets him start with an ammo pack and fight 
with a chance to find more whenever he kills 
an enemy. If you prefer weapons with high 
rates of fire, you might want to pick him and 
enhance his character passives with extra 
ammo cards. That’s just one of many ways in 
which you can take him, and Turtle Rock 


wants to encourage experimentation, 
especially at harder difficulties. 

“Tt’s so powerful from a player’s 
perspective and so fun when you put a plan 
together with your friends, build custom 
decks and successfully conquer a level that 
was previously giving you fits,” Ashton says. 
^We're approaching co-op in a more flexible 
manner now, not requiring character classes, 
specific gear or strategies. We've learned the 
value of letting players play their way.” 

The heroes are notable for how ordinary 
they are. In addition to Hoffman there's a 
machete-wielding fighter who hates it when 
his hoodie gets dirty. Holly brings a baseball 
bat to the campaign, and Walker a Glock 23 
pistol. They look like average folk who've 
reached for the nearest weapon and decided 
to team up and take back their city. 


Ashton says the team is aiming for a 
more positive tone than the one running 
through the Left 4 Dead games. The heroes 
will still exchange banter during fights and in 
saferooms, where you also find scrawled 
messages from former survivors, but there 
will be a few extra surprises, such as a 


saferoom where a chatty stranger is cowering 
behind some rubble. “We try to hit a broad 
spectrum of personalities and backgrounds, 
then put them together and imagine how they 
would get along," Ashton explains. 

In the game's alpha build, four characters 
are available, but eight will appear in the final 
game. That means more passive abilities to 
choose from, but it also avoids forcing the last 
member of your gang to pick the only 
remaining character. And that means more 
room for variety and experimentation, and 
therefore greater replayability. 

Back 4 Blood is meant to be played many 
times, with three difficulty levels that 
increase friendly fire and even change the 
mutated zombies. Some of the latter have 
glowing orange weak spots that you don't 
have to worry about too much in standard 
difficulty, as you simply brute-force your way 
through with enough massed firepower. At 
higher difficulty levels, the mutated infected 
evolve the common sense to place armour on 


their weak points. Along with increased 
friendly-fire damage, it demands more precise 
teamwork — and a stronger deck. 

“All players will earn cards and build decks 
as they go,” Ashton explains. “Combined with 
increased player skill, cards allow teams to get 
farther through the campaign and eventually 
they'll be able to take on higher difficulties 
where they can earn even more cards. It's a bit 
of a Roguelike meta progression. 

“Aside from the progression loop, the 
Game Director is always mixing up the 
enemies, items, and even environmental 
effects like Fog or Darkness.” 

The Director will also torment you with a 
two-storey-tall Ogre, which can rise from the 
ground to create an instant boss fight. You can 
damage the creature enough to force it to melt 
away again, but at some point it’ll return to 
hound you. It’s designed, as Ashton puts it, 
“to make players run.” 

The massive size of the Ogre, and other 
miniboss zombies such as the Tallboy, comes 
directly from Turtle Rock’s experience 
creating Evolve, 2015’s PVP-focused FPS that 
pitted a team of four against one huge player- 
controlled villain. Evolve was a big move for № 


@ This concept art shows 
the kind of atmospheric 
detail the team is shooting 
for in-game. The Game 
Director changes lighting 
conditions in certain areas, 
adding fog or darkness to 
increase challenge and keep 
levels unpredictable. 
Ө Cleaners’ backgrounds 
and traits are communicated 
in their design. Walker has 
military training and an 
‘Increased Ammo Capacity’ 
trait, as reflected by his 
bandolier straps. 
© Game director Chris 
Ashton says that “the goal 
is always just to make 
lovable characters that 
folks can connect with.” 
That means a diverse cast 
in casual outfits. Their 
starting weapons tell you 
а lot about them as well — 
melee specialist Holly 
begins with a humble 
baseball bat. @ As in Left 4 
Dead, enemy silhouettes 
need to be immediately 
identifiable to players, and 
communicate what sort of 
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The levels we've played аге 
set at night, and take us 
through rural environments 
and city blocks, from open-air 
combat to claustrophobic 
house-to-house fighting 


2 


the studio, which grew from a team of ten to 
120 to make a break from Valve, where its 
co-founders had started out with Left 4 Dead. 
“With that came a lot of growing pains,” 
Ashton says. “We're still learning valuable 
lessons as we develop B4B, but our biggest 
struggles have had more to do with the 
madness of 2020.” Though Evolve’s dedicated 
servers closed in 2018, the game’s 
mismatched player character sizes ended up 
working surprisingly well, and the experience 
allowed Turtle Rock work out how a creature 
ten times the size of anything else on the map 
should navigate complex terrain. 

The Ogre is the very first creature we 
encounter in the game: as we emerge from the 
safe room, it makes its appearance and 
immediately starts throwing fleshy balls at 
our group. As we collectively blast it with 
everything we’ve got, it hits one player, 
launching them several metres straight back 
into the safe room — a hilarious moment in 
an otherwise overwhelming situation. 


It’s easy to draw a link between Evolve’s 
criss-crossing array of co-op gadgets and 
the intense customisation at the heart of 
Back 4 Blood. It’s a bold direction given the 
popularity of hero characters in other 
shooters such as Overwatch, where the design 
invites players to adopt a very specific skill 
and weapon set developed for a particular 
battlefield role. But the approach seems to 
come naturally to a studio happy to hand off 
control of moment-to-moment action to a 
dynamic and unpredictable AI. 

The studio almost has to make the game 
backwards to support the Director. Level 
designers “build for opportunity’, Ashton 
says, creating terrain that the game’s enemies 
can exploit in different ways. One strain of 
mutated zombie leaps from wall to wall like 
Spider-Man, looking for unexpected angles of 
attack. Ashton: “We try really hard not to 
craft very specific scenarios. It’s almost the 
opposite of what most games do. How the 
game plays out depends on the interaction 
between players and the Game Director.” 

There may not be set-pieces as controlled 
as the hospital rooftop defence at the end of 
Left 4 Dead’s No Mercy campaign, in which 
survivors battle a set number of waves before 
a helicopter arrives, but Back 4 Blood’s levels 
are paced to an extent. We move from a 
cityscape into flaming tunnels, and onto a 
bridge section in which we have to run to 
safety on a moored boat. It turns out the boat 
isn’t safe at all. We shoot our way through 
cabins, fighting from deck to deck, getting 
split up and generally panicking. One team № 


63 


SOUND 
CONTROL 


Like the Tank in Left 4 
Dead, the Ogre has its 
own soundtrack. Back 
4 Blood is great with 
a headset, especially 
if you have a mic to 
talk to teammates. 
Through a background 
noise of ambient 
distant screaming and 
the screeches of the 
enemies in front of 
you, sound is used to 
communicate what's 
going on. Friendly 
comms cut through 
with clarity, and the 
mutant zombies are 
recognisable from 
their barks alone. 
Precise directional 
sound also helps, 
along with barks from 
your characters 
pointing out enemies 
or ammo. Puddles of 
hissing acid are still 
indicated with pop-up 
text, but that's more 
of a tutorial 
mechanism, and the 
relatively uncluttered 
UI leaves the centre 
of the screen clear 
for targeting. 
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Chris Ashton, Turtle Rock 
Studios co-founder and 
design director 
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It's rare to see just one 
enemy - these mutated 
zombies are normally 
accompanied by dozens 
of common infected 


member dies on the bridge surrounded by a 
horde and being punched repeatedly by a 
Tallboy. It feels like a suitable punishment for 
wandering off from the group, and shows that 
even at basic difficulty levels you won't 
survive as a lone wolf for long. 

You get a grace period the first time you're 
knocked down, which you can spend wildly 
firing or hacking at the creatures that downed 
you. If the entire team is down, you can use a 
continue to carry on, though the number of 
these available varies with the difficulty level. 
We have barely any health left when we 
manage to fight our way off the boat, only to 
discover that our next mission requires us to 
go back to the craft in order to plant charges 
and scupper it. Even at standard difficulty, 
Back 4 Blood presents a serious challenge. 

Expect to spend a lot of time covered in 
gunk as well. Retches live up to their name by 
spewing bile all over the map, dealing damage 
and obscuring your vision with a dripping 
green filter. The agile four-armed Hockers 
spit goo that freezes you in place, exposing 
you to attack until a teammate punches it off. 
Including the Ogre, we've seen five enemy 
variants, but Ashton promises “а number of 
others that haven't been revealed yet.” 


That may have big implications for the 
planned eightplayer PVP mode. If it emulates 
Left 4 Dead's version, it will pit four heroes 
against four mutated zombies. With so many 
characters and monsters to pick from, there's 
masses of scope for experimentation in a 
competitive context, even more so if the card 
system has a role in multiplayer. It appears the 
system might support microtransactions, 
though Ashton says, ^We know we want to 
have ongoing content after launch, but we're 
still figuring out what that would be. If we 
do implement microtransactions, it would 
be for cosmetics ошу” 


It will be fascinating to see how Back 4 
Blood fits into the current hierarchy of 
shooters that exist as evolving service 
games. The sheer number of interacting 
customisation options in the game threatens 
to overwhelm new players — and perhaps 
those who enjoyed Left 4 Dead as a kickabout 
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way to spend time with friends — but Rainbow 
Six: Siege's massive roster of operatives shows 
that you can hold on to an audience even with 
a complicated array of systems. 

The heroes and special zombies are 
obvious hooks for future expansion, but it's 
the card system that promises longevity. We 
find ourselves fawning over particularly 
powerful new cards, such as one that heals the 
rest of the team for 45 health when a hero is 
incapacitated. Combine this with Berserker, 
which grants you extra speed and melee 
damage, and you have a setup that encourages 
fighters to charge into the pack, knowing that 
going down will help the team a little bit. 
Some of the most entertaining parts of our 
experience with the game to date involve 
comparing cards and collaborating between 
stretches of intense, no-holds-barred 
shooting. Proper coordination and four 
players with strong custom decks is clearly 
going to be a signature of high-level play. 

Back 4 Blood benefits from the simplicity 
of its premise, though its complexity might 
wrongfoot anyone expecting something like 
Call Of Duty's co-op and Zombies modes. It 
promises gory action-movie spectacle — 
which it does well — and then pushes players 


into a disparate array of complicated upgrade 
systems. Even after you've encountered the 
card system and the hero aptitudes, there's 
the matter of how you're going to spend 
copper you've found in the saferoom vendors. 
There you face tradeoffs between the certain 
utility of an ammo pack and the potential 
usefulness of devices that open locked doors 
which seem to move around randomly with 
each playthrough. Then there are shifting 
hazards throughout the campaign that can 
bring a rush of foes down on your squad — try 
not to disturb flocks of ravens, or long-necked 
Snitch beasts that scream when they see you. 
Back 4 Blood has fantastic monsters, 
though — hulking, disgusting, glistening 
things designed to mire you down and toss 
you bodily across the level. And the greatest 
monster of all is, of course, the Director. Give 
it enough time and you might form a long- 
standing love/hate relationship with an AI 
designed to kill you and your friends. № 
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COO lei Оо 
ED LOGG 


oper/publisher Atari, Inc Format Arcade Relea 


GAUNTLET 


Developer/publisher Atari Games Format Arcade Release 19 


КЕ 


Developer/publisher Atari Games Format Arcade Release 1987 


. TETRIS 
WAYNE GRETZKY'S 
3D HOCKEY 


Developer Williams Entertainment Publisher Midway Format N64 Release 1996 


He was the golden boy of the golden age of 
arcades — and even has the Fshirt to prove it 


By Paur Drury 
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hen John  Salwitz 
[co-creator of coin-op 
classic Paperboy] left 
Atari, he had a T-shirt 
made saying ‘Golden 
Boy’ and gave it me as a parting gift,” Ed 
Logg says, grinning. “I think he started 
that. And when I was at Tengen, I was 
heading to my first CES and they said I 
needed a business card. They asked what I 
wanted as my job title and I said I didn’t 
care. A producer, Howard Lehr, suggested 


ээ 


‘Super Duper Game Guy’ I said, ‘Fine: 
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Monikers to be proud of, indeed, but 
then when you've created Atari's best- 
selling coin-op, Asteroids, along with such 
iconic titles as Gauntlet and Centipede, 
they are perhaps to be expected. 

It didn't start out like that, though. 
When Logg joined Atari in 1978, he was 
assigned to а project already іп 
development, Dirt Bike, and later joined 
the team working on Wolf Pack, an 
ambitious submarine commander game 
featuring a hulking periscope you could 
rotate 360 degrees. Neither went into 
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production. After all that, did he ever 
wonder whether hed made a mistake 
getting into the fledging world of 
videogame development? 

“Oh, I had no doubt Га made the 
right decision,” he says today. “You make 
something and it doesn’t always work. 
Games can look good on paper but you 
take them to the public and they don’t 
always like them” 

Loggs early games were literally 
drafted on paper, such was the state of 
game development in those frontier days, 
but he stayed in the videogame business 
through the next three decades, producing 
dozens of titles for both the arcade and 
home consoles. In 2012, he was presented 
with the Pioneer Award by The Academy 
Of Interactive Arts & Sciences. Here, he 
takes us on a journey that begins in 
Sunnyvale, CA among piles of paper tape. 


SUPER BREAKOUT 


Developer/publisher Atari, Inc Format Arcade Release 1978 


I remember playing the original Breakout 
at a pizza parlour in San Jose when it came 
out [in 1976]. I thought it was really fun 
and I put quite a few quarters in. A few 
years later, when I was at Atari, I was 
talking to Owen Rubin, one of the 
programmers, over lunch and he said 
Nolan [Bushnell — co-founder of Atari] 
suggested he do an update of Breakout, 
with multiple balls and so on. I said, 
Ч сап do that!’ 

Back then, we were using 6502 
processors and we had a black box which 
we fed paper tape into. That loaded code 
into memory and simulated the EPROM. 
You wrote up your program on paper and 
gave your listing, with instructions to 
make any changes you needed, to some 
gals in the office who would type it up on 
a PDP system. They’d give you a new 
printout and paper tape after a few hours 
and you could feed that back into your 
box. That meant I had time between 
making the changes and when I got the 
new listing back, so I ping-ponged 
between Dirt Bike and Super Breakout. 

The original Breakout was all done in 
TTL [discrete logic] so there was no № 
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code to look at and I didn’t have any 
notes from [Breakout project manager] Al 
Alcorn or anyone else about the 
algorithm for the ball angle or the speed. 
I wrote it in 6502 Assembler from scratch 
and tried to mimic it as best I could. 

I came up with six different versions 
and I remember I had versions with side 
collision which didn’t make it into 
production. They picked three to use in 
the final game and the most popular was 
Progressive. I think it was because of the 
anticipation of the bricks getting closer 
and closer and then there was that 
moment when you got the ball between 
two layers of bricks and it was ping- 
ponging around, racking up the points. 
That was very satisfying. 

It was good to have a successful game 
out there. I could tell when I was playing 
Progressive it was going to be a winner. 
And when I saw Arkanoid years later, T 
thought, ‘My God, I should’ve done that!" 


ASTEROIDS 


Developer/publisher Atari, Inc Format Arcade Release 1979 


Asteroids really started with a conversation 
I had with [Atari head of engineering] Lyle 
Rains. We’d both played a game being 
made by [Atari engineer] John Ray’s team 
and we’d both done the same thing. There 
was a large asteroid in the middle of the 
screen and you had your ship, so you shot 
at it — everyone who played the game did. 
But it didn’t do anything! Lyle said, ‘What 
if the asteroid blew up?’ 

I said, ‘OK, what if it split into smaller 
and smaller parts, because then you bring 
in some strategy?’ You’re OK with a few 
big asteroids but if you have tons of 
smaller ones, that’s chaos. And I knew 
I needed something to stop you just sitting 
in one place, doing nothing, so that’s why 
I put in the saucers, to shoot at you. 
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Asteroids' massive success would inevitably lead to follow-ups, including Asteroids Deluxe, a cabinet cherished by many 
collectors nowadays, and, later, Blasteroids, whose bitmap display naturally fails to deliver much of the original's impact 
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Lyle wanted me to do it in raster but 
those screens were 320x240. I’d already 
done the alphanumeric [font] for Lunar 
Lander so I was familiar with the X-Y 
monitor we had at the time and knew it 
was 1024x768, so it was umpteen times 
better. I’d also played Spacewar! back at the 
Stanford AI lab [when I was in college] and 
really wanted that higher resolution. A lot 
of the inspiration came from Spacewar! 

When you're working on a game, you 
know you've got something when you 
arrive in the morning and you can see 
people have been playing your game all 
night. Ра implemented a high-score table, 
which Га taken from an Exidy game, 
I believe [Star Fire], and it would be filled 
up when I arrived, usually with the initials 
OR, which was Owen Rubin. I actually put 
in some code so that if he entered his 
initials, it would just blank it out. He came 
to me the next day saying, ‘Hey, I think 
there's a bug in your program...’ 

In the original version of the game, the 
saucer would shoot based on a timer, so if 
you shot him just before he was going to 
shoot, next time he'd shoot immediately. 
I didn't reset his timer so if you were next 
to him, you were a dead duck — and people 
complained. So I reset the timer each time, 
to give you a chance. When I started 
hearing about these huge scores, I realised 
people had got really good at picking off 
the saucer before it could shoot at them 
but, you know, it didn't seem to hurt the 
cash box. I actually made a new EPROM 
which got rid of ‘lurking’ because operators 
asked for it, but I heard they pulled them 
out because it killed earnings. 

What I do regret is not limiting the 
number of extra lives you can accumulate 
to, say, ten. People would fill the screen 
with, like, 200 lives and the whole game 
would slow down because the vector beam 
took time to draw everything. 

As for why Asteroids was so successful, 
Га have to go back to Nolan Bushnell's 
[mantra]: “Баву to learn, difficult to master* 
You look at the game and straight away you 
can see the objective. You know what to do 
and if you die, it's not the game, it's you 
that screwed up. The first field test was in 
an arcade up in Sacramento and I watched 
a guy put a quarter in and he died after 20 
seconds. You'd think he would just walk 
off but he put in another quarter. He knew 
he could do better. 
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Having delivered the original smash hit, Ed 1000 5 team went on to produce a Gauntlet sequel, and he regrets not exploring 
the concept further. Gauntlet's support for four players was influential, leading directly to Sega's platform shooter Quartet 


CENTIPEDE 


Developer/publisher Atari, Inc Format Arcade Release 1981 


Centipede came from a_ brainstorming 
session off-site. People would present 
ideas, we’d vote on them, then split up 
into committees and massage them, and 
after a few days we’d have a book of game 
ideas. One of those was ‘Bug Shooter? It 
was just a few short sentences — about 
shooting bugs. No details, no suggestion 
of how you’d implement it or what it 
would look like. Just the concept. 

They’d promoted me to staff engineer, 
a position I resigned from after a year 
because I didn’t want to manage people — 
I wanted to make games. I’d just hired a 
new programmer, Dona Bailey, and there 
was a technician that worked on the 
cabinet, an engineer that worked on the 
electronics, and I was project leader and 
game designer. Some things I did included 
getting the legs moving — that ripple, like 
a centipede actually moves — and the self- 
test stuff. The colour scheme and a lot of 


the programming was done by Dona, 
though we did change some of the design 
after we’d got the prototype working. The 
mushrooms were initially a static field and 
Dan Van Elderen said, ‘Why can’t you 
shoot the mushrooms?’ I thought about it 
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You can emulate Centipede via the likes of MAME, but 
you need a trackball to get a proper feel for the game 


overnight and realised that meant you 
could create patterns. Then you would 
need something, the flea, to add new ones, 
and the spider could destroy them. It 
created a very dynamic playfield. 

Trackball was the only way to go: you 
could go very fast across the screen but also 
have very fine micro-movements. It gives 
you that freedom. Marketing wanted us to 
use a joystick, so I had Dona do a version, 
but it was never going to play well. We had a 
problem with some trackballs because the 
rollers got worn out and would develop a 
groove in them. That's how much play they 
got. We had a similar problem with Asteroids 
— on some machines the buttons stopped 
working because they were played so heavily 
that there was a build-up of carbon on the 
contacts. It was the first time we'd seen that. 
We had to redesign the switches. 

Little-known fact: in the cocktail version, 
one of the cabinet engineers noticed the 
second player always seemed to get better 
scores. The spider is programmed to reduce 
his range [as you progress] and get closer to 
player one but when the screen is flipped for 
player two, the spider stays off the bottom 
and you can sit there and shoot him. Yes, 
there was a bug in Centipede! 


GAUNTLET 


Developer/publisher Atari Games Format Arcade Release 1985 


My son had been bugging me for a year to 
do a game based on Dungeons & Dragons. I 
couldn’t see how to do it but then [Atari 
engineer] Robin Ziegler brought in this 
game, Dandy, and I thought, ‘Oh crap, this 
could work!’ Robin and I wrote up the game 
design, then mapped out the scenarios and 
the characters with their attributes. We 
hadn’t really got the hardware to do it on so 
I asked an engineer to work on getting more 
than the 16 motion objects running [per 
scanline], and he created a system that could 
pretty much fill the screen with objects. 

Т created a level editor with a 
compression algorithm to save the level 
data. 1 went on a sabbatical in 1985 for six 
weeks and left my co-programmer, Bob 
Flanagan, working on it. We had several 
dozen levels when I left and when I came 
back there were over a hundred. People just 
came in and made their own — anyone [in 
the department] could create a level. > 
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TRY THO PLAYERS 


Xybots splits the screen vertically for twoplayer action, making 
it stand out, but its joystick, which you twist in order to turn 
your character, was an innovation too far for many players 


ET e 


Having multiple players is central to 
the success of the game in many ways. 
That came from Dandy, which showed it 
could be done, but my problem was: how 
many players could I get round the 
cabinet? I thought maybe four was my 
limit. Marketing said that we couldn't get 
four people who didn't know each other 
playing the game together. They said the 
game had to have an ending. They put up a 
lot of resistance. Gave me a lot of shit. 

I also had to have the monitor at an 
angle, not vertical, so everyone had an 
equal chance to see what was going on, and 
if you do that, you can't have plexiglass 
over the monitor because overhead lights 
shining on it would create blind spots. A 
lot of operators said that players would 
break the screen without that protective 
glass. We dropped large ball bearings on it 
from a height to show that you'd need to 
hit the screen with a hammer to break it. 

The original hardware was another 
problem. The board was huge. It was too 
big to fit in the cabinet, so I investigated 
the idea of doing a four-layer board, and 
that let you shrink the board and really 
reduced the RF noise, too. It was great. I 
even made a twoplayer Gauntlet cocktail 
cabinet for Dan Van Elderen while he was 
on holiday, and when he came back he 
thought that was fabulous. 

We put it out on field test in a tiny 
little arcade out in El Paseo de Saratoga 
and the deal with the operator is that 
they're supposed to keep it secret. After a 
few days, I went to check on it and there 
was David Rosen of Sega with some 
Japanese engineers photographing the 
game. The operator must have tipped 
them off. And I know Gauntlet has the 
record for most takings in one week — 
$2,400 in an arcade in Toronto. That's 
paid for itself in seven days! 


"GAUNTLET HAS 

THE RECORD FOR 
MOST TAKINGS IN 
A WEEK - $2,400 
IN AN ARCADE 

IN TORONTO" 


XYBOTS 


Developer/publisher Atari Games Format Arcade Release 1987 


Xybots was supposed to be Gauntlet III 
with а firstperson perspective but 
marketing told us, ‘We don't want any 
more Gauntlet. I didn’t pursue it and 
I regret to this day not putting Gauntlet 
characters in the game. Instead, I took the 
Major Havoc character [from Atari’s 1984 
coin-op] and created two buddies for him. 

I know the game was before Doom but 
I did get the idea of a vertical drawing 
scheme to make that kind of shooter from 
some PC game on the market. No, I don’t 
think I started anything new. There were 
games out there doing this kind of stuff. 

I only had stamps of 8x8 pixels for the 
background and trying to do rotations with 
just that hardware that looked right wasn’t 
easy. I wrote down all the angles and the 
stamps I would need, and drew it out. The 
difficulty is, you need to know what’s 
going on to your left and right and behind 
you but you can’t see it, so I had to create 
а radar and that was difficult to 
understand for a lot of players. No one 
likes getting shot in the back. 

People weren’t used to the controls, 
either. That game suffered because it 
was getting away from the simplicity 
of a joystick and a button. We had 
problems with that, even though I put № 
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something on the knob that said ‘turn 
to turn’ [laughs]. People just didn’t realise 
they could turn, and that affected its 
appeal. Also, the radar being in 2D and 
top-down and then your view is in a 
3D firstperson perspective — it was just 
more complex and needed more thought 
[to play]. It's just not obvious. 


TETRIS 


Developer Atari Games Publisher Tengen Format NES Release 1989 


I saw an Atari ST version of Tetris and 
loved it so much that I went to our chief 
legal counsellor and said, ‘You need to 
license this game. Dennis Wood got the 
licence from a British company who got 
it from the Hungarian who licensed it 
from the Russians. 

I did the NES version for Tengen and 
took it to the January 1989 CES. The 
marketing people wanted me to make some 
updates and I worked out how to do a better 
version, and then we took it to the June CES 
later that year for our official rollout. I 
remember we did the worldwide launch at 
the Russian Tea Room in New York and a 
game tester and I competed for the World 
Championship. I won, by the way. I think that 
makes me the first world champion of Tetris. 

I can’t remember exactly when I heard 
there was a problem with the licence. It was 
something about Nintendo having the rights 
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The N64 graphics hardware may churn out players that 
resemble collections of cardboard boxes, but Wayne 
Gretzky's 3D Hockey had accessible gameplay, the lure 
of a star name, and, crucially, support for four players 


Atari made an arcade version of Tetris before the NES version was released. The story of what happened next has been told 
several times - including within these pages — but if you're not familiar with it, try David Scheff's account in Game Over 
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to console versions. I presume Nintendo 
went straight to the Russians, offered them 
a million dollars and said, *Fuck the other 
guys" We received an injunction. It was very 
strange because if I remember right, we were 
going to trial and Nintendo were asking for 
a summary judgement or something... We 
sued them, we lost and were told to get all 
our products off the market. Now, to show 
you how good our version of Tetris was, 
people would go to video rental stores 
[where the cartridge was still available], rent 
our game and then keep it and pay the fine 
as if they'd lost it. 


WAYNE CRETZKY'S 
SD HOUNE Y 


Developer Williams Entertainment Publisher Midway Format N64 
Release 1996 


The coin-op industry had gone downhill 
in the ’90s and I really wanted to do some 
consumer stuff. That was where the big 
numbers were showing up. Га gone to EA 
for a while and then I got a call from Dan 
Van Elderen, saying, ^Why don't you come 
back and work on Wayne Gretzky’s 3D 
Hockey for the N64?" 

I think we started working on the 
hardware about ten or 11 months before the 
Nó4 was released, with a modified 
development system that wouldn't check 
for security codes to see if the cartridge 
was legit. I’m sure we had to sign a bunch 
of NDAs. The №4 chip was done by 
Silicon Graphics, which was located not too 
far from Atari, and I knew an engineer 
there, so I could ask him questions. It was 
one of the few titles available at the release 
of the console, and that helped a lot too. Its 
sales exceeded all our expectations. 

For a good sports game, you have to 
make it as realistic as possible. A licence 
with the team names, the players and the 
colours gives you the sense that you're 
looking at the real guys in their real 
positions. But then it needs to be fun! You 
need to get all the mechanics right, the 
controls right... There's a lot you can get 
wrong. I always like to throw something 
new in, that's different or better than 
players have seen in the past. I was super- 
happy with the instant replays — the way 
it would zoom in and you could see the 
puck bouncing off the edge of the cage or 
ricocheting off people's legs. I thought 
that was fabulous. № 


78 


ТАЕ 


PARADISE 
KILLER 


How ‘Crazy laxi meets Gone Home’ 
evolved into a modern detective classic 


By CHRIS SCHILLING 


Format PC, Switch 
eveloper Kaizen Game Works 
Publisher Fellow Traveller 
igin UK 


Origin 
Release 2020 


or player and developer, the story of 

Paradise Killer begins with a bold leap 

into the unknown. The game opens with 

disgraced investigator Lady Love Dies 
finding out her eternal exile to the luxurious Idle 
Lands isn’t quite forever after all: after three million 
days, she’s called to investigate the murder of the 
titular island's ruling council. But there's only one 
way back, and that's down. After unlocking the 
gate separating her from the world beyond, it's 
time, as she puts it, "to fall into a pit of crime". 
And so, to the strains of Barry Topping's glorious 
city-pop score, she steps off. Cue title screen. 

It took similar courage for Kaizen Game 
Works’ technical director Phil Crabtree and 
creative director Oli Clarke Smith іо kick off their 
studios own adventure. This pair of old 
schooltriends had been working separately in the 
game industry for some time, with several mobile 
and triple-A games under their belts. The two 
made bullethell endless runner Wonton 51 (under 
the moniker Quarter Circle Punch) as a hobby 
project in 2011, and ever since had had the 


urge to make something bigger and more 
involved as a duo. “I liked my jobs, and I'd 
worked on some really high-end mobile games,” 
Crabtree says, "but they just weren't what | 
wanted to do." Clarke Smith, project lead on 
Halo Wars 2 and designer on Supermassive 
Games’ Until Dawn and Man Of Medan, felt the 
same way. And so they decided it was time to 


take the plunge and make a new game together. 

There was no specitic idea in place at the 
time, but both knew the style of game they 
wanted to make. The genesis of the Paradise 
universe began not with Lady Love Dies but with 
the island's ferrywoman, Lydia Day Break. "We 
started kicking around some ideas for a narrative 
game that was like Crazy Taxi meets Gone 
Home,” Clarke Smith tells us. Rather than 
investigate a multiple homicide case, you'd drive 
around picking people up at the end of an island 
cycle, gradually learning about its past through 
your conversations with passengers. “There wasn't 
a mystery,” Clarke Smith says. “It was just like: go 
and chill and vibe, and find some weird history.” 

Though that idea didn't pan out, Paradise was 
very much at the forefront of the pair's minds for 
their next concept. This time, it was a top-down 
shooter with a slower, more deliberate pace and 
an interlocking, Dark Soulsstyle world — an idea 
that brought the character of Akiko to life. “I really 
like Castlevania: Rondo Of Blood's combat, 


KGW quickly constructed a three-hour pitch demo, with 
characters concentrated within a smaller slice of Paradise 


where each fight feels like a little duel," Clarke 
Smith says. "So we were trying to do that. At the 
lime, a lot of people were hyped for that Ruiner 
game - and then it came out and didn't do very 
much, and it seemed like the world was maybe 
done with top-down shooters." For the amount of 
time and budget they'd set themselves, it seemed 
like too much work, too. The setting stayed, but 


"THATS WHY WE 
MADE IT A FANTASY 
WORLD - SO 

THAT WE COULD 
HAVE COMPLETE 
CONTROL OVER IT^ 


everything was pared back to a simpler, walking- 
simulatorstyle game: you'd pick up pieces of story 
about the island and its inhabitants, and end the 
game when you wanted. "But, as we started 
making that, we realised we wanted more and 
more investigation and detective and dialogue 
mechanics, and it became Paradise Killer." 


How the game evolved from there is a 
combination of pragmatism and creative 
ingenuity. The studio knew it wanted an open 
world to explore, but would struggle to populate it 
with pedestrians and traffic with the time, money 
and skillsets at its disposal. Thus came the 
concept of an island's end: the moment before its 
rebirth when its citizens are no more. Meanwhile, 
the concept of the Syndicate — a group of 
immortals that can move between island 
sequences — allowed Kaizen Game Works to 
develop around a dozen key characters. The 


place itself may be a bit of a sprawl, but the 
central cast couldn't get too unwieldy. 

After that, it was a matter of considering the 
function of individual pieces, with the narrative 
built around that. The first part was the conspiracy 
involving island architect Carmelina Silence and 
the presence of the Holy Seals, protecting the 
private room in which the murders take place: 
these were included to give the player a sense of 
progression. "That's why we made it a fantasy 
world — so that we could have complete control 
over it and just make stuff up as we go along," 
Clarke Smith says. "But never frivolously. If we put 
something in the game to serve a function, it has 
to go back to the truth of the world. It's never ‘just 
because’. If the player can't latch on to anything, 
then the player can’t trust the game, and if the 
player loses trust then we've got nothing." 

Indeed, as Crabtree explains, one of the 
studio's unspoken rules from day one was that it 
would trust its players, believing that their choices 
and actions should be respected throughout. Their 
agency, too: once lydia has dropped you off on 
the island, you're entirely free to explore it — to 
head towards the various suspects to interrogate 
them, try to narrow down your search for 
evidence, or simply wander around at your 
leisure. "Neither of us are big into that sort of 
open-world, triple-A handholding, with the 
shopping list of things that you must do and the 
overt signposting," Clarke Smith explains. 

Instead, Kaizen Game Works took the 
opposite approach: give the player nothing at all, 
and then determine the minimum assistance 
needed to make the investigation more enjoyable. 
“Once upon a time, there was no quest log,” 
Clarke Smith admits. “And then we added that in 
to help push the player in the right direction — 
though the text was never Со here and speak to 
this person about this thing’. A lot of it is kind of 
hints, or if something is more concrete, it's 
because you've found enough information 
[elsewhere].” Then it was a matter of layering on 
the rest: each character's location was originally 
held within their bio within Starlight, Lady Love 
Dies’ handy laptop, but Clarke Smith says it was 
“оо wordy”. There was no time to develop a 
proper interactive map, and so the AR mode, 
which acts as a temporary overlay to show you 
the distance and direction of each character, 
proved the best option — not least because it 
didn't just act as a GPS with arrows guiding you 
to your destination, allowing players to һауе № 
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their attention drawn by something else on the way. 
"You see a direction to go in, and then you start 
heading there, and then you think you're going to 
go straight to that character. But half an hour later, 
you're still not there, because you've been distracted 
by so many other things. And that is what gives the 
player that will to push on with the exploration, 
because there's always something to find." 

The desire to provide a semi-tealistic narrative 
grounding for the crime itself, however, led to issues 
with the distribution of evidence: since the 
Syndicate members are all suspects, it's inevitable 
you'll find a lot of it clustered around the group's 
headquarters. "That's why there are so many lore 
collectibles in the game," Clarke Smith says. 
"Because if we can get people into the lore, then 
people will find something around each corner to 
look at and find." From the detritus that tells us a 
litle more about the world to the whiskey bottles 
that prompt flashforward interludes from the 25th 
iteration of Paradise, they're here to encourage but 
also reward exploration. “In most open-world 
games, you're fighting a thousand different bad 
guys. And so wherever you go, you will get XP or 
you'll find a new weapon or some new costume or 
something like that, and because we didn't have 
any rewards like that, just due to the nature of the 
game, the collectibles really help with that." 


Which brings US іо the game's most important 
currency: blood crystals. Scattered liberally across 
the island, they pay for a range of things, unlocking 
fast travel for Lydia and upgrades for Starlight = and 
can be exchanged for valuable titbits from 
information broker Crimson Acid. Clarke Smith 
admits that many players finish the game with a 
surfeit of them, simply because they included so 
many in order to encourage players to poke their 
noses into all of the island’s nooks and crannies. At 
first, everything was more expensive — you'd even 
have to pay fo save the game - so you'd have 
more reason to spend them. “But that was not a 
great experience,” he adds. “We dialled down the 
cost so you would have a less fricative experience 
but still find some use for them.” Crabtree notes that 
there's still a sense of weight to each crystal in the 
early game: “Getting those first upgrades or 
unlocking those first secrets is still hard to come Бу. 
So you kind of appreciate their importance. But 
then, as the game goes on, and you do start 
collecting a lot more, then it feels a bit more 
freeing. And | quite like that, because it goes 

hand in hand with you learning the world more." 
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Q&A ff 


Oli Clarke Smith 


Creative director, 
Kaizen Game Works 


How and when did 
you come up with the 
idea of the trials for 
the game's payoff? 
They weren't in at the start, but we realised that 
in order to have a satistying mystery narrative, 
you needed a way to express that back to the 
game. We knew we wanted interactive 
characters, and that meant we needed to have 
dialogue mechanics — and as soon as you start 
putting that in and allow the player to start 
keeping track of the mystery and what they find, 
they need a way їо say, ‘This is what | think 
happened’. We kicked around a few ideas — 
we briefly considered if there was any way we 
could do a text parser, where the player writes 
what they think happened and the game could 
somehow parse that and say yes or no, but that 
was an absolute no-go. We eventually landed 
on the trials, but they came in quite late. 


There are some memorable character 

names in there — what inspired them? 

We wanted to go weird with stuff because it 
solves a lot of design problems when you're not 
basing something in the real world. I'm a big 
fan of Jojo's Bizarre Adventure — they have a lot 
of names that are references to musical acts, 
and when you first hear it, it has a real impact. 
A lot of the time | would just look around my 
room. An easy one is Crimson Acid: | looked 
around my game collection and saw Crimson 
Tears on the PS2 and Metal Gear Acid on the 
PSP. Doctor Doom Jazz: | was listening to a 
doom jazz track on YouTube at the time. 
Witness [To The Епа]5 name reflects his role — 
he was one of the first characters that was 
written into the concept doc - and his name 
creates some mystery because what else does 
he do? If that's his sole purpose in life, and 
islands only end every few centuries, what the 
hell does he do with his time? Why does he 
get to have this cool apartment? 


As much as you do learn, there's plenty that can 
be easily overlooked. We recall finding the game's 
smoking gun on a lastminute detour as we were 
preparing to head to the courtroom to present our 
findings. And we know more than one person who 
never discovered the abilities granted to you by the 
island's three footbaths — there's a meditation ability 
that reveals the locations of collectibles in the 
vicinity, alongside a double jump and an air dash 
that makes some areas significantly easier to 
navigate. "We wanted to put something in that 
surprises the player,” Clarke Smith explains. 


"You never get a double jump in these firstperson 
narrative games. You never get air dashes. It was 
like, ‘What ме could take some kind of action- 
style mechanics and put them into a narrative game 
and give the player that level of surprise?" 

Yet they, too, became aware of players so 
reticent to spend their blood crystals that they 
refused to, well, foot the bill. We could have put in 
something like a phone call from Dead Nebula that 
said it will be worth your while, but that takes some 
of the surprise away. The moment of joy when you 
take the punt, and spend some money, and then 
get that as an unlock — that's a good experience.” 
Yet if a degree of friction was important to the 
developer, it didn't want too much: when playtesters 
complained that the mountain on Paradise was too 
much of a slog to get around (it was, Clarke Smith 
notes, originally three times the size], a huge gorge 
was cut into it. 

The island changed shape a number of times 
during development, in fact, particularly once art 
director Rachel Noy came aboard. With an artist's 
eye for composition she was able ю pinpoint areas 
of visual density, and highlighted places where 
landmarks should be, so Clarke Smith could pull 
areas apart to put in things to draw the player's 
eye. She also ramped up the game's vaporwave 
stylings, tweaking colours to make the place рор. 

"We had a lot of individual pieces — yeah, it 
looked cool, but we wanted a stronger artistic 
cohesion," she says. Any crystal and gold objects 
in the game — and the convenience store — are all 
down to Noy. “It was a real labour of love. Oli and 
Phil basically just said, ‘Anything you want to do 
that will make the game better and that you want to 
have fun with, just do it. As long as it fits, then we'll 
have it.’ And уе never had an experience like that 
working in games before, really. It was amazing." 

That, Clarke Smith says, was the whole point of 
founding Kaizen Game Works — to escape what he 
calls "the Eye of Sauron” when you're working in 
triple-A. "There, you can't just let people do 
whatever they want. Whereas with this, it was just 
‘if you believe in something, put it in ће game.’ 
And the response from critics and players alike has 
vindicated that leap of faith: no one's going to be 
buying themselves an island paradise of their own, 
but 15 been successful enough that more console 
ports are due this year, and another game is in 
development. "Paradise Killer really had to be like 
a product of our personalities," Crabtree says. "And 
there's so much of it in there. Like, we know it's a 
risk, so you may as well have fun with that risk." II 
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© Monserrat is the leader of the 
council whose murders prompt 
Lady Love Dies' investigation. 
Ө An early example of a 
dialogue scene, with 
placeholder characters filling in. 
Ө Clarke Smith says Paradise's 
blend of disparate styles was 
partly inspired by the Fist Of The 
North Star manga. "There's so 
many different architectural and 
art styles in there. And he [artist 
Tetsuo Hara] brings them all 
together in one cohesive whole." 
© The game's original visual 
style was significantly refined 
by art director Rachel Noy. 

Ө Bartender Sam Day Break is 
one of the game's most likeable 
characters. “1 thought you 
needed double jump to get over 
the fence behind his bar," Clarke 
Smith says. "But towards the end 
of development, Rachel found 

a way of getting over there by 
tiptoeing along a wall and then 
hopping over — and that's great. 
| mean, that's unintentionally 
good game design." 

ОА selection of the game's 
pixel-art collectables. 

ФА blockout for an early 
iteration of the island, with its 
massive mountain dominating 


STATE OF PLAY 


How the BAFTAwinning 
indie gravitated trom paper 
towns to the Antarctic coast 


By EDWIN EvANS-THIRLWELL 


evelopers often go to great lengths to 

make a game, but this is the first time 

we've spoken to one that's travelled to 

the end of the Earth. State Of Play's 
latest release is South Of The Circle, an elegant 
and mournful Cold War psychodrama that 
begins with a plane crash in Antarctica. While 
making it, the studio embarked on a reablife 
expedition to the continent, accompanied by the 
game's scientific adviser John Dudeney — father of 
a friend, and former head of the British Antarctic 
Survey during the 1960s. 

"You fly to Chile, and then you take a smaller 
plane to a volcanic island, which is the scariest 
landing you'll ever have because it's on gravel,” 
State Of Play co-founder and creative director 
Luke Whittaker recalls. “Landing in an 
aeroplane is scary anyway, but when there's stuff 
pinging off the windows, yeah, that was freaky.” 
After the plane flight came an eerie sea voyage 
aboard a Russian vessel carrying a mixed 
payload of scientists and sightseers. 

The trip, which was self-funded, lasted three 
weeks. It was an expensive gamble, but the 
рауой is obvious in the delicately varied moods 
of the game's locations = volcanic shorelines set 
against sweeping icefields under a rose-coloured 
sky. "I had these preconceptions from the pristine 
images we have of Antarctica — the icebergs, 
that sort of magisterial vision," Whittaker notes. 
"You do get those moments, but sometimes you 
just can't see. Sometimes you're just completely 
marooned in fog, and there's no sound. There is 
that extra sense of isolation. You're not constantly 
in awe out there — there are also these bizarre 
and surreal moments." At one point, while 
wandering the deck, he saw ап 18th-century 
sailing vessel appear out of the mist. "I thought, 
am | now actually hallucinating?" (The wraithdike 
vision proved to be a tourist enterprise, crewed 
by cosplayers reliving the feats of pioneers such 
as Alexander von Tunzelmann.) 

Antarctica is a fascinating setting for a game 
for less obvious reasons. It is the first and, so far 
only, demilitarised continent on Earth, as 
stipulated by a 1959 treaty signed by the USA 
and USSR. The game treats the continent as a 
site of tentative reconciliation, but it keeps one 
foot in the past, navigating a history of 
institutional sexism in flashbacks to the shady 
aisles of Cambridge University. 

In a similar way, while South Of The Circle is 


= 


а massive departure Юг 
continues a theme. It's th 


State Of Play, it also 
e studios first halfway 


realist’ cinematic story, 


ully motion-captured and 


Lume: State Of Play's first self-published game on Steam and 
a “proof of concept” for Lumino City, Katherine Bidwell says 


shorn of the puzzle elements that appear in its 
other games. But it is born of the same ideals that 
make State Of Play such an inimitable force: an 
almost perverse love of physical materials, and a 
desire to forge connections between artist and 
player, whether in the form of a story about 
adventurers or in the way blemishes reveal a 
creators mind as much as beauties. 

Whittaker and director of development 
Katherine Bidwell founded the studio in 2008. 


<< STATE 
OF PLAY. 


Founded 2008 

Employees 5 

Key staff Katherine Bidwell (cofounder, 
director of development], Luke Whittaker 
(cofounder, creative director] 

URL www.stateofplaygames.com 
Selected softography Lumino City, Kami, 
South Of The Circle 

Current projects ТВА 


(Fountain has since gone on to launch his own, 
sofarunnamed studio.) "We'd worked freelance 
with people before and we knew we could 
expand a bit and contract when we needed to," 
Whittaker says. "But that was when we got our 
first fulHime employee." 

For State Of Play's founders, working with 
physical materials isn't just a house style but a 
distinct (and quietly rebellious) artistic ethos. "It's 
kind of a way of breaking barriers because in 
game development, the scariest thing is a blank 
screen. Like, a screen is so polished!" Bidwell 
laughs. “It just makes you feel like, oh, I've got to 
do something amazing. Whereas for me to get a 
sketchbook and start drawing ideas, it just feels 


“FOR ME TO GET A SKETCHBOOK AND 


START DRAWING 


IDEAS, 


IT JUST FEELS 


LIKE THE MOST NATURAL THING” 


The pair started out making Flash games for 
Moshi Monsters and MiniClip, but quickly 
realised they needed more artistic freedom. Their 
first independent project, 2011's lume, was a 
puzzle-plattormer set in an environment fashioned 
from real-life card and paper. “Luke and | are 
from an artistic background and weren't too au 
fait with the programming side, so we decided to 
make a physical set for that game and film it," 
Bidwell explains. "We've always been working 
with our hands, drawing and sketching and 
painting — that's just what we knew. And when 
we animated our character Lumi moving across 
the set, it just kind of clicked Юг us. If we needed 
to add a shadow, we could just shine a light!” 


Lume was the prelude to Lumino City, а 
BAFTA-winning 2014 game for which State Of 
Play built an entire cardboard metropolis, brought 
to life by miniature lights and motors. Whittaker's 
coding skills weren't up to the challenge, 
however, hence the hiring of Bournemouth 
graduate Daniel Fountain as programmer. 


like the most natural thing. We constantly try to 
capture that feeling." 

Where many studios aim to iron out all sign 
of the labour that goes into a project, Whittaker 
wants State Of Play's audience to "see us in the 
game", much as they'd glean a painter's mind 
from an eye-catching pattern of brushstrokes. 
"We've always made stuff by hand, even for the 
Flash games. Sometimes it was like, you know, 
putting a paper texture over stuff, trying to get 
that sense of being handmade into it, but it was 
also this act of embracing something real, where 
you can really see the craft in there and the 
person behind it." 

The studio's interest in physical materials 
means that it frequently works with people from 
well outside the traditional game industry — 
model-makers, architects and set designers, to 
say nothing of polar surveyors. The studio 
encourages its collaborators to experiment within 
their briefs. "IWe want] to create an environment 
where everyone feels they contribute," Whittaker 
says. "We've never run it like, ‘Right, this is » 
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what we're going to do = we're going to employ 


nn 


people and tell them to do this. 

Which is not to say that State Of Play's 
projects are works of uninhibited daydreaming. 
To fund Lumino City, which took over three years 
ю complete, the studio was obliged to release a 
smaller game, mobile puzzler Kami, in which you 
unfold origami paper to cover the screen. "When 
we were making [итто City, we did what we 
called Google Fridays, because it was an idea 
taken from Google — on Friday, we do whatever 
we want to do," Whittaker explains. "And 
through that, Kami came about. Daniel was 
working on this idea of filling the screen, | was 
working with some folding paper, and he was 
like, “ОК, we can do something." 

Prior to Kami's launch, State Of Play 
considered selling lumino City to a publisher. 
"We've always tried to say stay self-funded,” 
Whittaker says, “[but] Lumino City was getting 
more and more ambitious — we were running out 
of money. | was looking into some publishers, 
but | wasn't that keen — | wanted to maintain 
control." Whittaker's overtures proved fruitful, but 
not in the way he expected; he received some 
sage advice from an unnamed investor. 

"They said, ‘We're willing to invest in Lumino 
City, but have you got anything else?’ Just on the 
off-chance. And | said, I've got this little idea for 
а paperfolding game. And the guy said, ‘Don't 
take our money - | think you're going to make 
your money with this. You don't want me telling 
you what to do. Go put this out = you'll make 
your money off Kami and make штто City’. An 
unscrupulous publisher would have taken them 
both, but he gave them both back to us. And it 
was great to hear that someone believed in what 
we were doing." After Kami came Inks, an 
intoxicatingly messy game created by splottering 
Indian ink over watercolour paper and working 
the results up into pinball tables. 
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The spark for South Of The Circle was an 
Antarctic encounter between a Jewish sailor and 
a German scientist in Michael Chabon's door- 
stopper novel The Amazing Adventures Of 
Kavalier & Clay. "These are two individual 
people," Whittaker says, "but you know, they 
belong to countries — what do we do when 
separated from all that?" The '60$ connection, 
meanwhile, arose from John Dudeney' tales of 
his youthful exploits and in particular, his accounts 
of the technology used by Antarctic explorers 
during the 1960s: WW IT rifles, scout huts, 
Morse code. "You think of the '60s as quite 
developed, but out there it really wasn't," Bidwell 
says. "That's what we found fascinating about 


State Of Play's workplace is a charismatic confusion of materials from all its games — 
everything from patterned backdrops, stray doodles and jars of paint and glue to entire 
miniature streets and buildings. It's a charming backdrop that also provides inspiration 


emerge which would then go into the actual 
shoots. If you're just trying to bang out 20 pages 
a day without a rehearsal process, you wouldn't 
be able to tease that stuff out." 

"In lumino City, we wanted to keep in things 
like the glue marks, the slight tears that weren't 
meant to be, and the feedback we got is that it 
felt more real because of those things," Bidwell 
adds. "And that's exactly the same in the 
development of South Of The Circle, you know, 
even in the script. So often, with videogames, the 
way you can talk to each other feels really 
unnatural. People seem so sure of their intentions, 
but when you're having a conversation in a café 
with a boyfriend, it's all about the nuances. It's 


"THE FACT THAT SOUTH OF THE CIRCLE 


IS COMPLETELY DIFFERENT 


IS QUITE A 


STATE OF PLAY THING AS WELL" 


John’s stories — it was literally like going to the 
Moon when he was 22." 


The game's visual direction takes inspiration 
from closer to home: it's based partly on screen 
prints created by Whittaker's grandfather. While 
the game's locations aren't physical constructs this 
time — we'd love to meet the modeller mad 
enough to rebuild Antarctica in an office — 


creative producer John Lau argues that its motion- 


captured animations are born of the same, rough- 
edged spirit as lume and штто City. "Kathy 
was describing the notebook process, being able 
to just draw and make mistakes — the way we 
worked with actors involved a rehearsal process, 
in which you could do precisely that. You could 
give actors the opportunity to try different 
readings, and have readings of the scenes 


something we really wanted to capture." The 
dialogue system foregrounds such nuances by 
presenting dialogue options as shapes linked to 
bundles of emotions. This encourages you to read 
your character's mood, rather than just pick the 
optimal text response. 

As for what State Of Play will do next, another 
expedition to the big ice seems unlikely, but the 
studio is keen to keep venturing into uncharted 
waters. "The fact that South Of The Circle is 
completely different is quite a State Of Play thing 
as well," Bidwell notes. "Because we always 
want to design and create at the edge of what 
we're capable of doing. | guess the easiest route 
for us would have been to make lumino City 2, 
and | know there was a market for it. But we kind 
of said that we want to make a game, learn from 
it, and then see what else is out there." IB 


Ө State Of Play has made а 
name for itself as a mobile 
and tablet developer, but isn’t 
devoted to these platforms. 
"We don't call ourselves a 
mobile games company," 

Luke Whittaker says. 

Ө New game South Of The 
Circle takes some inspiration 
from films such as Eternal 
Sunshine Of The Spotless Mind 
"where you have a close-up 
of a character in crisis," 
Katherine Bidwell says. 
© Lume and its sequel 
Lumino City are whimsical 
platform-puzzlers, but 
they also entertain 
serious questions 

about power 
consumption and 
sustainable technology. м” 
Ө Inks is a wonderful 

blend of two kinds of tactile 
pleasure — the splat and seep 

of ink over canvas, plus the 
rattle and clack of pinball 
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REVIEWS. PERSPECTIVES. INTERVIEWS. AND SOME NUMBERS 


STILL 
PLAYING 


Marvel's Spider-Man: Miles Morales 

Р55 

After a bug forces a factory reset of our 
PS5, we anxiously return to Manhattan’s 
streets to check whether our hard-earned 
progress has been wiped. Thank heavens 
for cloud saves. With no little relief, we 
discover that we still only have a bit of 
mopping up to do, and so we set fo it – 
while being reminded of perhaps the most 
purely pleasurable traversal mechanics this 
side of the mighty Super Mario Odyssey. 


Ring Fit Adventure 

Switch 

Well, it's high time we shifted some of this 
lockdown weight, after all. Revisiting 
Nintendo's fitness game is a chastening 
experience at first (how on Earth did we get 
through that many squats last year?) but 
that soon turns to admiration of its design 
and structure. This isn't just the biggest- 
selling new JRPG in recent years, but one of 
the best in its genre, full stop. 


Bugsnax 

PS4, PS5 

Colourful and cutely creepy, Snaktooth 
Island is as close as we're likely to get to the 
tropics for a while. And while it’s not what 
you'd call a banquet of a game, at least a 
few hours chomping away on Bungers, 
Crapples and the like won't force us to 
spend any more time on Ring Fit Adventure. 


Explore the iPad 
edition of Edge for 
extra Play content 
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PC, PS4, PS5, Stadia, Switch, Xbox One, Xbox Series 


92 The Medium 
PC, Xbox Series 


96 Little Nightmares 2 
PC, PS4, PS5, Switch, Xbox One, Xbox Series 


100 Persona 5 Strikers 
PC, PS4, Switch 


102 Gods Will Fall 
PC, PS4, Stadia, Switch, Xbox One 


104 Tohu 
PC, PS4, Stadia, Switch, Xbox One 


105 Olija 
PC, PS4, Switch, Xbox One 


106 Nuts 
105, PC, Switch 


107 Conspiracy! 
К 


Are we the baddies? 


The lines between good and evil were clearly demarcated in the first 
videogames: you always knew which side you were on. But as technological 
barriers have come down, it’s no longer a simple binary affair — that divide 
is becoming blurrier all the time. 

These days, theres nuance on both sides. Take Persona 5 Strikers’ Monarchs, 
for example: these characters’ destructive choices may have come at a human 
cost, but in each case they're a response to personal trauma. Granted, you end 
up fighting a demonic Shadow form that represents their darkest impulses, but the 
upshot is a pep talk that encourages them to change their ways; the humiliating 
contrition that follows is deemed punishment enough for their sins. 

Talking of both sides, Tim Sheinman's political satire Conspiracy! aims its shots 
eft and right, showing how dangerous conspiracy theories take root as we 
join the dots in an apparent deep-state plot to control the 


southern US states. Sure, no one’s going to start following 
QAnon once the credits roll, but it does allow us to see how 
the easily led might be persuaded to believe. Meanwhile, 
our heroes are coming in ever darker shades of grey. In Little 
Nightmares 2, original lead Six is responsible Юг moments 
of shocking cruelty — showing you why the adults, grotesque 
as they may appear, might fear these children. 

Asking us to feel sympathy for the devil doesn't always 
work, as Bloober Team's The Medium rather clumsily 
proves. And while this month's best game, Hitman 3, asks 
us to play the role of a cold-blooded killer, our targets — 
assuming we stick to the script, at least — are pretty much 
unambiguously evil. The only moral quandary here, in other 
words, comes when an innocent civilian is standing in your 
way. Otherwise, being bad rarely felt so good. 
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here’s this feeling that settles in quickly, playing 

Hitman 3. Perhaps it hits immediately, as you look 

out from the world’s tallest building, sunlight 
bouncing off its exterior, a hot-air balloon bobbing along 
at eye level. Or maybe while you’re elbowing your way 
through another of the densest crowds we’ve ever seen 
in a videogame. It might even take until the second or 
third time the game upends the rules of how a Hitman 
mission can operate. Once it does, though, it’s hard to 
ignore the sense that IO Interactive is showing off. 

It’s earned the right to. Starting with 2016’s reboot, 
the studio took a series with as much life in it as one of 
Agent 47’s victims and made it viable once more. The 
ensuing trilogy has won a new audience for these games, 
survived two changes of publisher and the studio being 
sold by its parent company — and now Hitman 3 is IO’s 
first self-published title. But if that’s led to a tightening 
of belts, you wouldn’t know it from these maps. 

The game opens with the opulence of Dubai’s 
aforementioned Burj Khalifa knockoff, which proves no 
less impressive once you make it inside, all gilded 
architecture and glossy surfaces. The art installation at 
its heart is a particular treat, especially once you figure 
out how to wield it as an oversized murder weapon. 
Later on, the neon-lit streets of Chongqing provide 
another visual showcase, with drones and mind-control 
experiments dialling up the science-fiction elements to 
match the city’s cyberpunk gleam. 

Dartmoor might be a little less spectacular, but it’s 
home to the first big twist on the formula: a whodunnit 
where 47 gets to leverage his vast hands-on experience 
to solve a murder (and then, naturally, commit another). 
Berlin goes the opposite way, paring things down to the 
barest essentials of a Hitman level — and in the process, 
making one of the series’ very best. 

And then there’s Mendoza, home to a climactic 
mission fittingly titled “Тһе Farewell’ It takes place in 
an Argentinian vineyard, currently hosting an exclusive 
party that takes us back where this entire trilogy began: 
a fashion show in Paris. Infiltrate past the velvet rope, 
and you'll find plenty of opportunities to blend into the 
crowd and encourage the kind of accidents you'd hope 
47 would be able to orchestrate out of grape pressers 
and fermentation tanks. Overlooking it all is a villa, 
home to the guest of honour — who, naturally, is one of 
your targets. You can lure him down to the party, or find 
a way past the guards to hit him where he lives. And, this 
being Hitman, the two halves are linked by all manner of 
passages and secret tunnels, including one of the few 
mechanical tweaks this game makes to its predecessors’ 
level design: ladders and doors which can be jimmied 
open to create permanent shortcuts, persisting across 
the multiple runs you'll doubtless be taking at each map. 

Mendoza has everything that has made this trilogy's 
locations sing. There's the sweep of Hitman 2's largest 


88 


PLAY 


Hitman 3 


Developer/publisher IO Interactive 

Format PC, PS4 (tested), PS5, Stadia, 
Switch, Xbox One, Xbox Series (tested) 
Release Out now 


Each location 
invites you to 
dabble after 
completion, 
continuing 

to sample its 
opportunities for 
creative murder 


maps, along with the kind of bisected, asymmetrical 
layout IO has been perfecting since Sapienza. And, most 
important of all, it makes for one hell of a virtual travel 
destination, cast along sloping hills that give way to a 
lake, with a quantity of sunlight that's very welcome 
from the depths of a locked-down British winter. 
Anyone keeping count may have noticed that this is 
only five locations, compared to the series' traditional 
six. There is one final mission, the details of which we 
won't spoil here, since its opening reveal is one of the 
game's finest moments. But what follows is a rather 
slim coda, closer in scope to the tutorials and prologues 
of previous games than any of the other locations on 
offer here. It’d make for a slightly uneasy value 
proposition if the rest weren't so gloriously overstuffed. 


Besides, this is only one way of looking at Hitman 
3 — as, essentially, a glorified map pack. It's a role the 
game fills beautifully, with each of those five main 
locations pushing the levels of spectacle and intricacy 
to new heights. But it's certainly not the only way. IO 
seems keen to position Hitman 3 as the conclusion of a 
three-part story. But it's here that the game impresses 
least. It's not the content or presentation that's an 
issue, so much as a simple matter of structure. The 
trilogy may have jettisoned its episodic release strategy 
long ago, but that shape remains. Each location invites 
you to dabble after completion, continuing to sample its 
opportunities for creative murder, before jetting to the 
next and repeating the process over. Wedging cutscenes 
in between leaves them feeling like in-flight movies to 
pass the time en route to your next destination. 
There's also the question of what's new here. With 
one notable exception — the PlayStation-only VR mode, 
more on which in the Post Script overleaf — the honest 
answer is: not much. Where previous instalments 
experimented with new modes of play, Hitman 3 is 
winnowed down to the necessities: the campaign, user- 
generated Contracts, and a smattering of Escalation 
missions. We can probably expect to see more of the 
latter down the line, along with the time-limited 
Elusive Targets, but the selection at launch feels a little 
miserly, especially if you don't invest in the Deluxe 
Edition of the game. Time will tell on this front. 
Mechanically, it's mostly a case of nips and tucks — 
we're especially fond of the decision to make non- 
assassination story objectives optional after your first 
go-around. The closest the game comes to a big new 
feature is the addition of a camera to 47's arsenal. This 
doesn't, alas, unlock a photo mode but instead can be 
used to scan the environment for clues or unlock doors 
and windows, provided you have the right clearance. It 
proves a handy, though far from revolutionary, tool. 
This might sound rather damning, but the truth is 
that IO has simply focused its energy where it matters 
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ABOVE Alexa Carlisle, your target in Dartmoor. As we investigate the 
murder of her brother we can't help but grow fond of the tough old 
bird. She's done some terrible things, but this is Hitman — who hasn't? 


(O) STOP BLENDING IN 


ABOVE With old locations looking 
sharper than ever, a few more trips 
to sunny Sapienza are inevitable. 
It's just a shame that IO didn't 
retroactively apply its decision to 
make non-murder objectives 
optional — we've seen more than 
enough of that damn lab. 

LEFT Between this slow Argentinian 
tango and the strobing trance of 
Berlin's Berghain-inspired club, 
Hitman 3 boasts two of the best 
dancefloors ever seen in a game 


BELOW Clever costumes and 
Mission Stories are all well and 
good, but sometimes you just need 
to hide around a corner and grab 
someone as they pass unwittingly 
by. It's still troublingly satisfying 
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most: the locations. And here there’s plenty of 
invention on show. Let’s turn to the most obvious 
example, Dartmoor, home of the much-heralded murder 
mystery. It’s a classic of the form: you’ve got the big old 
house in the middle of nowhere, the locked room, the 
family of suspects all competing for the title of most 
detestable, and the master sleuth (with the added twist, 
of course, that the real one got choked out and stuffed 
in a cupboard on his way to the crime scene). 

The detective work is mostly a case of hoovering up 
clues, with the majority of deduction handled for you. 
Hardly Obra Dinn, then, but it’s nonetheless a notable 
repurposing of the essential language of Hitman, taking 
47’s chameleonic lead and slipping into the clothes of 
an entirely different game. (Or perhaps not so different. 
It’s a reminder that the vast majority of your playtime 
is spent not in action but observing, absorbing, 
gradually eliminating the impossible.) 

What’s truly startling, though, is that this is simply 
one way of approaching the task at hand. On repeat 
visits, you’re unlikely to don the detective outfit again, 
instead tapping into all the knowledge gathered while 
sleuthing to appreciate the manor and its grounds as 
another masterfully designed playground of murder. 
Dartmoor is a victory lap of a level, a prime example of 
ТО showing off what it’s capable of. Sitting back-to- 
back in the campaign with Berlin, it feels like the studio 
blowing raspberries at the competition. (If such a thing 
even exists — who else is making sandboxes like this?) 


Berlin exudes confidence of an entirely 
different kind. It’s a demonstration that the studio is 
still entirely capable of making old-school Hitman 
levels, cutting away the trilogy’s Mission Stories — 


90 


With Project 007 on the 
horizon, it’s impossible to play 
Hitman 3 and not hear the 
stings of that John Barry theme. 
It’s not just the dinner jackets ог 
speedboat escapes, or even the 
sprawling underground lairs, 
but a sense that IO is focusing 
its lens on more cinematic 
ambitions. The closing set-piece 
in particular is lifted almost 
wholesale, but this narrows the 
game into something more 
linear. The new cold opens are 
more successful — each mission 
begins in a prologue area which 
tells its own miniature story, 
with Dubai's skydive and Berlin's 
creep through the woods 
playing like homages to very 
different traditions of Bond. But 
vitally, these can be shaken off 
after the first visit, so there's no 
loss of freedom. It's a balance 
we hope IO can maintain as it 
makes a blockbuster. 


Dubai makes for a dazzling opener, its gleaming, incredibly detailed 
skyscraper an early example of the spectacle IO now wields casually. 
And this is before the promised post-launch update adds ray tracing 


which mark carefully waypointed paths to the most 
outrageous set-piece kills. You're on your own, and 47 
is not the hunter but the quarry. Ten agents of his 
previous employer are prowling the level's twin 
warehouses, in disguises that mean you'll need to find 
a way of identifying each target on the ground. 

It's a perfect counterpoint to the rest of the game, 
nudging you out of familiar habits and encouraging you 
to play a more pure version of the game. Almost every 
location comes with a gimmick like this, something that 
makes it unique in the trilogy — a claim you can easily 
put to the test thanks to the option to transplant earlier 
instalments' maps into this game, complete with a visual 
upgrade and, on PS4, the ability to revisit them in VR. 

Which brings us, finally, to the way of considering 
Hitman 3 that we find most compelling: as a work of 
preservation as much as progression. So long as you 
own its predecessors on the same platform — or are 
willing to invest in buying all three at once — this 
becomes a practically bottomless game. Just rifling 
through the menus is intoxicating: 20 of the most 
intricate pieces of level-design clockwork ever created, 
each with dozens of ways to play, all linked by a single 
progression system that opens up even more options. 

It's this version of the game that earns the score 
below. A monument to the entire trilogy, it allows IO to 
move on (the studio has another numerically monikered 
agent in its sights) in the confidence that these 
masterful feats of in-game architecture will last in the 
lone and level sands of a new console generation. п 
Look on its works, уе mighty, апа so on. 
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Post Script 


The unexpected pleasures of Hitman in VR 


hould you be in any doubt that being a five-star 

holiday destination simulator is key to the 

appeal of Hitman, and especially this World Of 
Assassination trilogy, then the decision to deploy VR 
as Hitman 3’s only new mode has surely put that to 
rest. With the headset on, we quickly find ourselves 
racing back to Sapienza to bathe in the golden 
sunshine of the Amalfi Coast. It doesn’t disappoint, 
even if the fidelity is a long way from the version 
available in the core game. 

Only available on PSVR, and thus only on PS4 — 
Р55 owners will have to dig out some old kit, order а 
camera adapter, and fire up the back-compatible 
version of the game — this mode visibly pushes the 
hardware to its limits. Larger crowds manifest and 
evaporate in clumps, details pop in at alarmingly short 
distances, and levels with longer sightlines slather an 
awful lot of Vaseline on the lens. This hurts some 
levels significantly more than others. Chongqing is a 
particular victim, its rain-slick neons and distant 
skylines pared right back, its streets quiet even for a 
city early in 2021. Elsewhere, though, the slight 
patchiness of the illusion doesn’t stop our brain from 
sinking into it fully. We find ourselves instinctively 
nodding to security guards as they wave us past, and 
along to the techno bouncing off the walls of Berlin’s 
warehouse nightclub. Agent 47 — committed roleplayer 
that he is — would surely be proud. 

Even at a significantly lower resolution, playing in 
firstperson offers a new chance to appreciate the 
spectacle of each location. VR is uniquely good at 
conveying a sense of scale, something that really pops 
as we scoot across the exterior of Dubai’s skyscraper. 
But it’s in the little details, too. Wandering old 
favourites for the hundredth time, we notice things for 
the very first — was that bicycle frame really always 
there, rusting in the shallow waters of Sapienza? We 
lose long minutes to examining Dartmoor’s unique 
paintings, the ornate detailing of its wood panels. And 
even in Chongqing, we find ourselves blessed with a 
hastily scribbled passcode that is almost indiscernible 
in the normal over-the-shoulder view. 


What’s most remarkable, though, is how VR 
changes the way we play. Minus 47’s observational 
superpowers — the HUD minimap, the Instinct vision 
mode that highlights targets and sees through walls, 
even the picture-in-picture popups introduced by 
Hitman 2 — exploration becomes a slower, more 
considered experience. 

There’s a sharper sense of danger, too. By now, the 
sound of gunfire in Hitman has been fully internalised 
as just another audio cue that our plan has gone awry. 


Minus 47% 
observational 


superpowers, 
exploration 
becomes a 
slower, more 
considered 
experience 


The only threat is another trip to the load screen. But 
in VR, simply bobbing your head out of cover and 
seeing a guard turn your way is enough to raise a sweat. 
It helps that the mode disables auto-saving, meaning 
that you’ve more to lose if things do go sideways. 

A perhaps unexpected result of all this is that we 
let go of the idea, drilled in by years of playing Hitman, 
that true success doesn’t mean completing a level but 
doing so in Silent Assassin — never spotted, no bodies 
found, never killing anyone except the target. That’s 
not really an option here, and so we find ourselves 
loosening the red tie and untucking the shirt for some 
more rough-and-tumble fun. 

In part this is through sheer necessity. The motion 
controls use the DualShock’s accelerometer and light 
bar rather than the Move wands, so don’t expect the 
precision of a game such as Superhot VR, let alone 
Half-Life: Alyx. You’re about as clumsy as you would 
be dropped into these situations in real life. (With 
apologies to any professional assassins reading this 
magazine to blend in as you eye up your next target.) 

It’s acommon experience to carefully sneak up 
behind a potential victim, reach to put our hands 
around their throat, and accidentally deliver a soft slap 
on the cheek instead. It quickly becomes obvious why 
this mode defaults to the easiest difficulty setting — 
there’s enough challenge in simply surviving to make 
reaching the end of a mission feel like a victory. Even 
if getting there involves the kind of chases through 
hallways and bathrooms that demand a Yakety Sax 
soundtrack, and a body count higher than we’ve racked 
up in entire instalments of Hitman in the past. 

There’s a slapstick joy to all this, one that helps 
soften the voyeuristic weirdness of putting your face 
unnaturally close to a stranger’s, knowing you'll soon 
be pointing a silenced pistol at the back of their head. 
It’s certainly not a superior way of playing Hitman, 
and we wouldn’t necessarily recommend it as an 
introduction to what VR is capable of. But as yet 
another way of adding variety to the game, of milking 
even more value out of these locations, it’s undeniable. 

It makes for a novel way of experiencing Berlin for 
the first time, really cranking up the sense of 
vulnerability and disorientation, and of working 
through Dartmoor’s detective story. For other 
missions, VR is a perfect tool for revisiting spaces that 
are already familiar, making them new again. If — for 
any reason — you find yourself wanting a break from 
reality right now, we can absolutely recommend 
booking a trip to Sapienza, or Mendoza, or perhaps a 
stop at Hokkaido’s spa resort. You don’t even really 
need to murder people — just grab an all-access 
costume and let yourself sink into the role. № 
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The Medium 


ike many a horror game before it, The Medium is 

about escaping the gravity of the past. Set in 1999, 

it casts you as Marianne, an orphaned clairvoyant 
exploring a ruined 1960s resort near Krakow, where the 
spectre of Poland’s old totalitarian regime dances with 
the demons of a forgotten childhood. The game has 
plenty of baggage of its own. It harkens back to ‘golden 
age’ survival horror on PS1 with fixed perspectives, а 
persistent Mr X-style monster, and Silent Hill composer 
Akira Yamaoka supplying the eerier parts of its score. 
The element of homage is heartfelt, but limiting. There 
are grisly sights aplenty, but little of the ambition we 
saw in Layers Of Fear and Observer at their weirdest. 

The real problem isn't reverence for the classics, 
however, but Bloober's refusal to let go of an idea of its 
own devising. Conceived in 2012 and reinvented as a 
new-gen showcase, its headline gimmick is an awkward 
rework of Silent Hill's two-world storytelling. While 
scouring the Niwa resort for the secrets of Marianne's 
youth, you can switch between material and spirit 
versions of your environment, meddling with objects in 
one to solve puzzles in the other. Mirrors allow you to 
step fully into the other realm, but sometimes you 
explore both at once in splitscreen as alternate versions 
of the protagonist (guided with the same inputs). The 
challenge, then, is to make headway on both planes 
against different obstacles, occasionally using the 
paranormal equivalent of holding your breath to briefly 
detach Marianne's spirit self from her physical body. 

АП this is said to be *only possible" on Xbox Series 
hardware, which might be true in terms of pixel counts, 
but ignores any number of dimension-switching games 
from Legacy Of Kain: Soul Reaver onwards. More 
importantly, the execution is rather dull, overdependent 
on lock-and-key puzzles that see you gathering spirit 
energy to switch on mechanisms in the real world. 
Elsewhere, you use this energy to conjure a forcefield 
and push through swarms of demonic moths. The latter 
will kill you quickly but don't hunt you; the same can't 
be said for the Maw, a malevolent spirit that regards 
Marianne as its ticket to the world beyond Niwa. 

Sometimes the puzzles are more involving, more of a 
piece with the locations and their extensive histories of 
anguish. You move a clock's hands to advance and 
rewind a scene in the spirit world, for example, and use 
a doll's house to teleport through time. But for every 
flash of inspiration there's another spirit-energy puzzle 
or, later, goofy idea such as tossing obstacles around with 
telekinesis. Bloober has missed something fundamental 
about Silent Hill's dimension split, which existed more 
for the sake of the narrative than puzzles. By 
foregrounding travel between dimensions as a capital-M 
mechanic, The Medium robs the idea of intrigue. 

The game's best features are its environments, which 
range from green-lit, glass-walled dayrooms to a series 
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Developer/publisher Bloober Team 
Format Xbox Series (tested), PC 
Release Out now 


The more 
specific it gets 
about the 
traumas that 
animate the 
visions, the less 
compelling it 
becomes 


DREAM HOMES 

The Medium's spirit-realm 
aesthetic is influenced by the 
surrealist landscapes of Zdzistaw 
Beksinski, a Polish painter who 
was murdered in 2005. 
Beksinski's paintings, some of 
which he described as 
"photographs of dreams", 
make good fodder for a horror 
game. They show buildings 
apparently eating themselves, 
columns heaped with red 
fungus, and skeletal figures 
locked in a huddled embrace. 
Among Beksinski's fans is Pan's 
Labyrinth director Guillermo del 
Toro, who compared his art to 
medieval paintings about the 
fragility of the flesh. Beksinski 
himself, however, claimed that 
much of his work was designed 
to be optimistic, even funny. 
We'd certainly be intrigued to 
play a comedy game set in 
worlds like these. 


of underground cisterns. The camera composition isn't 
quite a match for them. The game does well early on by 
gently zooming out as you wander through a forest, 
gradually allowing the environment to dwarf you. As in 
the older Resident Evils, scene transitions create a mild 
disorientation that is a good foundation for a handful of 
jumpscares. But The Medium lacks Resident Evil's mastery 
of blind spots and skewed vantage points — more often, 
the perspectives hinder navigation, leaving you 
fumbling around in the murk for interaction prompts. 


The spirit version of each location is entertainingly 
hideous — the same layout coated in a bizarre mixture 
of offal, mucus and coral. It's fun to pick apart their 
themes and motifs. Earlier sections resemble an insect 
hive, all fibrous layers of pulp hung with sucked-dry 
bones; later, it's more like pushing through a huge, 
rotten intestine. At certain points in the story you take 
control of a second character, who can jump into other 
minds: this allows the game to string together locations 
and events freely, as with Observer's brain-diving 
sequences. You follow children's voices around a garden 
maze, and clamber through blood-red paper canyons 
while peeling open the soul of an undercover policeman. 

Unfortunately, the more specific The Medium gets 
about the traumas that animate these visions, the less 
compelling it becomes. This is essentially a story about 
a young woman dealing with a complex legacy of 
patriarchal abuse spread across a number of characters, 
whether perpetrated by individual father figures or the 
daddy state. Tt could have been a powerful tale given 
defter writing, but the script abounds instead with lurid 
clichés and lumbering metaphors — drunken, bullying 
stepdads, a monster who calls you “my little skinsuit" 
and a razor that is a literal emblem of shame and regret. 

Putting together the pieces of Marianne's past is 
engrossing, particularly later when there are several 
backstories in play, but Marianne herself is a forgettable 
lead — alternately maudlin and corny, with a very 
videogamey habit of thinking aloud. Her nemesis, the 
Maw, is a more striking creation thanks to an odious 
voice performance from Troy Baker. Sadly, you 
encounter the creature mostly in chase sequences and 
rickety crouch-walk stealth sections. The game also 
commits the cardinal sin of revealing the Maw's form 
early on, though it claws back tension by making it 
invisible later, betrayed only by the thunder of its feet. 

For all its new-gen glamour, The Medium feels like 
the work of a younger team, still casting around for its 
Big Idea. It's admirable that Bloober has brought this 
long-nursed project to fruition, and if you're desperate 
for another Silent Hill, the environments may be worth 
a visit. All the same, this is more of an evolutionary 
vestige than a healthy new growth. Bloober might H 
have done better to let it die. 


Marianne peppers 
traumatised recollections with 
self-consciously awful wisecracks 
as you explore, including a 
running gag about ‘Bolt Cutters’ 
sounding like a pornstar's alias. 

Some of the better puzzles 
involve recovering the masks and 
backstories of the mummified 
dead in order to liberate their 
souls from the Maw’s clutches. 

The real and spirit worlds 
compare to Observer's blend of 
masonry and cybernetic 
projections, but there's less sense 
that one is invading the other, the 
Maw's antics notwithstanding 


Nice decor. Very, uh... Minimalist 


The audio design is atmospheric, particularly in terms of the subtly 
interwoven real and spirit-world tracks, but it's held back by clichés 
rendering things familiar — think disembodied whispering voices 


The Niwa hotel is presented as the work 
of an architect touched by the occult — 
hence its many resident spirits 


The risks and rewards of invoking a real place in a horror game 


he Medium might lean on the 

supernatural, but it's got one foot firmly 

in reality. Its Niwa resort is a careful 
recreation of the Hotel Cracovia, built in the 
1960s opposite Krakow's National Museum 
during the heyday of the Polish People's 
Republic. The real hotel lacks Niwa's 
supernatural taint but has known its fair share 
of scandal. Once operated by state-owned 
tourist company Orbis, it was bought by Echo 
Investment in 2011, which planned to replace 
it with a shopping centre. The government 
then added the hotel to Poland's list of 
national monuments, making it illegal to 
tamper with the building's structure. In 2016, 
Echo sold the land back to Poland's state 
treasury for three million ztotys less than it 
had paid in the first place. 

Designed by the architect Witold 
Ceckiewicz with a vast, imposing facade of 
glass and aluminium, the Hotel Cracovia was 
inspired by modernist housing estates in 1950s 
Paris. It marked a departure from the grandiose 
columns and arches of socialist realism which, 
in Stalin's chilling phrase, viewed the artist as 
an “engineer of the human soul" — certainly, a 
sentiment that resonates in the game. Decked 
in avant-garde paintings and with its own 
in-house casino, the hotel was designed to 
symbolise a new age of prosperity after 
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Stalin's death, but it was mostly used by 
western tourists, well-off party officials, sex 
workers and the secret police. Bloober digs 
into these seedy associations without (as far 
as we can tell) drawing any direct connections. 
Outside the main lobby, monuments portray a 
socialist paradise for upstanding patriots, but 
as you learn from notes and conjured 
memories, the resort's long-dead guests were 
mostly people with something to hide. 
Recreating a historical site in a horror game 
poses difficulties that go beyond looking up 
forgotten architects or photographing interiors. 
As a genre, horror is steeped in the concept of 
history as fundamentally corrupting, a 
collection of oily fluids bursting through the 
surface. This precludes more hopeful or, at 
least, nuanced readings of places, the ultimate 
test case being Chernobyl. Generally 
represented as hell on Earth in games such as 
STALKER, it has become an unexpected haven 
for wildlife in the absence of human activity. 
You wouldn't want to live there, but there's 
more to Chernobyl nowadays than its ghosts. 
The trickier propositions for critics, 
however, are games that take direct inspiration 
from real-world sites without saying so. One 
game we've wrestled with on this count is 
Frictional's Amnesia: Rebirth. This includes a 
labyrinth of stone pillars that, as we learned 


after publishing our review, takes some 
inspiration from the design of the Berlin 
Holocaust memorial. Given that Rebirth's 
wider narrative involves mass incarceration 
and torture, this seems worthy of a longer 
discussion, but the link isn't obvious in the 
game. Much as we enjoyed Rebirth, the 
labyrinth seems to bear out the accusation 
levelled at the Berlin memorial by critics such 
as the New Yorker's Richard Brody. According 
to the latter, the monument is too vague and 
featureless, easily abstracted away from the 
events it is supposed to commemorate. 

This is Bloober Team's second horror 
game set in its native land, for which it clearly 
has very mixed feelings. In The Medium, the 
hotel building has been transplanted from 
Krakow to a Blair-Witch-esque woodland, and 
squats alongside a crumbling 19th-century 
fortress and a Second World War bunker. The 
game's backdrop is, in other words, a dense 
collage of periods, which together form a 
gloomy portrait of a country still ankle-deep 
in the detritus of ancient wars and corruption. 
Marianne's apartment from the start of the 
game, meanwhile, is based on a real building 
in Krakow's Matejko Square. The apartment is 
also the setting for Observer, which extends 
this rather hopeless vision of Poland into a 
distant cyberpunk future. 
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Little Nightmares 2 


t times, Little Nightmares 2 feels a little lost in the 

woods. While a menacing work of architecture 

and lighting, it lacks the obscene overall cohesion 
of the 2017 original, in which you guide a small girl, Six, 
through the workings of an enormous meat factory. It 
sometimes feels more like a DLC season, in fact, with 
levels knocking rather than locking together. This is 
especially true of the opening forest area, where new 
poster boy Mono bursts out of a mysterious television. 
Beginning your seven-hour journey to the right, you find 
Six trapped in the house of an ogreish Hunter. It’s a 
delightful quagmire of a level, a greasy reincarnation of 
Limbo’s wilderness, but it’s also a prelude, geographically 
and thematically detached from the warping Pale City 
where most of the game is set. For all his gruesome, 
sewn-together appearance, the Hunter is a mild letdown 
next to the original’s denizens, chasing you with a 
shotgun in the first of many frenzied getaway sequences. 

Things pick up quickly, however, when Mono and Six 

arrive at the City’s outskirts. Here you meet the Teacher, 
a deceptively rickety and sweet -faced old lady, presiding 
over a class of chattering, murderous puppets. As ever in 
Little Nightmares, the ghastliness lies partly in how the 
emphasis on stealth forces you to study her, lurking 
behind a jar of formaldehyde as the creature stuffs organs 
into anatomical models, or raps the fingers of errant 
pupils. Little Nightmares is one of a few horror games that 
gets away with leaving its monsters in full view, because 
the horror of them isn’t about simple grotesqueness but 
witnessing and, despite yourself, understanding their 
work. Each of the game’s simple door-and-key puzzles — 
obtaining fuses for a powerbox, finding a hammer to 
smash through boards — is as much an exercise in 
fleshing out your adversary’s habits as opening the path. 


Children in this world are at once coveted and hated. 
They are both toys the adults hanker for and invasive 
vermin, traversing the contours in ways their elders find 
alarming — hence the screeching dismay when the 
Teacher spies you crawling into a vent. It’s possible to 
sympathise with this revulsion, however revolting the 
creature expressing it. As the title suggests, there’s a sense 
that the real monsters in Little Nightmares are the kids. 
This is certainly true of Six, now demoted to an 
Al-controlled sidekick. She’s seen and endured plenty 
by the time Mono meets her, and is a deft balance of 
assertive and spaced-out, sometimes leading the way up 
a ladder, sometimes kicking her heels as you scratch 
your head over a blocked elevator. The two characters 
make a charming duo — Six with her pointed yellow 
hood, Mono with his square paper hat. But if Mono 
wants to be Ico, Six very much isn’t Yorda. She has a 
malevolent side, and Little Nightmares 2 does an excellent 
job of teasing this out — or rather, of lulling you into 
thinking of her as a passive presence, only to surprise 
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Children in this 
world are at 
once coveted 
and hated. They 
are both the 
toys the adults 
hanker for and 
invasive vermin 


A GOOD HIDING 

Little Nightmares 25 best level 
changes the rules entirely by 
making the threat pervasive. It’s 
difficult to say how without 
spoiling things, but suffice it to 
say that it’s all about hiding in 
plain sight. Though not quite as 
distressing as the original's 
banquet level, the area is a 
minor horror masterclass with 
great foreshadowing and some 
wonderfully unpleasant 
animations and sound design. 
This level also sees Tarsier 
experimenting with combat — 
there are smaller foes you can 
thwack with blunt objects, 
given good timing and a sixth 
sense for whether your 
character is pointing the right 
way. We could have done 
without these moments, but 
the checkpointing is generous 
enough to ease the pain. 


you with some tiny act of cruelty that is more unsettling 
than any creature you'll encounter. 

Little Nightmares 2 may lack the original game's more 
focused setting, but it does have a unifying motif in the 
form of televisions, which appear everywhere: floating 
on the tide, poking from walls of rubbish, glaring behind 
shower curtains. They are conduits for a signal that 
vanishes and disfigures, leaving behind it creatures with 
sucked-off faces vomiting white noise. At the heart of 
the transmission is a remorselessly advancing Tall Man 
who phases through doors and discolours the air around 
him: Slenderman with a touch of Sadako. 

The TV makes a less visceral horror theme than the 
first game's meditation on the obscenity of eating flesh. 
It feels quaint at first, tapping into clichés nowadays 
associated with parodies such as WandaVision. But it 
evolves into something weirder. The game's portrayal of 
TVs often feels like a sneaky meditation on the Internet, 
with screens serving as two-way portals to a kind of 
collective subconsciousness. As his name suggests, 
Mono has a certain power over the Pale City's corrupting 
signal. At intervals you run into a blaring TV screen that 
threatens to overwhelm his senses. By placing a hand on 
it, Mono can unscrew the distorted image and, 
eventually, open a passage to that hidden world. 

Story ramifications aside, this act of straightening 
and unflattening forms a sly deconstruction of the 
slightly contentious ‘2.50’ style. Some might argue that 
Little Nightmares would be a better game with pure 2D 
navigation rather than side-on 3D. As in Tarsier's 
previous LittleBigPlanet titles, it can be fiddly lining up 
jumps toward or away from the viewpoint. It's never a 
deal-breaker — locations are strewn with depth markers 
such as square floor tiles — but there's a lot of trial and 
error, particularly as regards some fleeting combat 
elements and a final boss encounter that is mesmerising 
but frustratingly dependent on timing. We're not sure 
what we'd change, however. The awkward handling suits 
a world that isn't designed for your character's 
proportions, and the experience would be far less 
oppressive without the frequent deaths. 

Little Nightmares 2 is a slight dispersal of the original's 
concepts, adding some fabulous locations and grotesques 
without cleaning up the platforming or developing a soul 
of its own, but it's in some ways a more complex horror 
story. We're still mulling over the implications of its 
fixation with screens. It's also a meditation on the 
tension between young and old that has only become 
more relevant as generational inequalities mount and 
business-as-usual thinking steers the planet towards 
climate disaster. This will hit home harder if you're a 
parent yourself. You might play as Six and Mono, 
scrambling to find a way out of a collapsing reality. 

But do you see yourself in these children, or in the EZ 
adults struggling to contain them? 7 


While most puzzles аге 
variations on stealing from the 
cookie jar while Mother's back is 
turned, a few require you to be 
more inventive with the props. 

One of the game's endings 
requires you to track down certain 
artefacts in the world. You can 
replay chapter by chapter with a 
record of how many you missed. 

Some puzzles temporarily 
separate you from the yellow- 
coated Six, who can otherwise be 
relied on to boost you up to a 
handle or help you shove a crate 


There's evidence of other children everywhere in this sinister world 
but aside from Six you'll never actually meet one. Unless you count the 
pupils in the schoolhouse, with their smashable crockery heads, that is 


РЕАУ 


Post Script 


Discussing TV, lore and hope with the man behind the nightmares, David Mervik 


arsier’s senior narrative designer David Mervik 

worked on the original Little Nightmares, and 

joins us here to talk about the process of 
building a new world that’s every bit as scary, but 
completely distinct from, the Maw. 


In LN2 you lean on fears about the influence of 
television which are quite old now. Did you 
consider exploring anxieties about more recent 
technologies, such as smartphones? 

I think with something like a smartphone, it’s almost 
so common, it would feel dated more quickly. ТУз 
have been around so long that for me, at least, they 
feel a bit more frozen in time. But I know you mean 
with the fear of what ТУ will do to our youth — that 
was the same with the theatre back in the day, and 
novels. Some years ago, there were people actually 
worrying about people reading too much, and how 
that was going to destroy our brains. That fear has 
always been around for any kind of new media. But 

I think the screen is definitely a constant here. You 
know, since the birth of TV and cinema, the screen is 
something that represents more than just the ТУ. It’s 
something you project yourself onto and lose 
yourself in — it’s life but not life. 


How do you think about the lore for Little 
Nightmares? It doesn’t feel like you’re building up 
a universe of literal causal relationships, but we 
can imagine some players hunting for those more 
explicit connections. 

There’s some very, very deep lore, which I don’t 
know if we’ll ever [explore fully in a videogame]. 
Because if you end up telling people everything, that 
erodes a lot straight away — ‘Oh, I see how everything 
fits together now’ It’s dissatisfying. But what people 
are doing is very natural, which is drawing lines 
between what they know, with the very small view 
they have of this world from the two main games. 
People did it for the first one as well. It was like, ‘The 
Janitor is Six’s uncle, the Lady is Six’s mum, the 
Runaway Kid is Seven’ Because that’s all the 
information you have, but there’s a whole bunch 
more people don’t know yet. 

In terms of causal links, I’m not a big fan of 
everyone knowing each other or having lives outside 
of what you see. Like, the Chefs go home and read 
recipe books together, or something. I like to think of 
them as just pure id. They have a singular drive that 
defines them, it defines how they look, how they 
behave, what they’re doing in this place, which isn’t 
a real place, is it? There's a reason they're doing what 


98 


“If you end up 
telling people 
everything, that 
erodes a lot 
straight away — 
'Oh, | see how 
everything fits 
together now" 


they're doing, but there isn't someone twirling their 
moustache and saying “до the next part of my master 
plan’ It doesn’t work that way. It's more about 
nightmare logic. As I say, there's a colossal lore bible, 
but it's [more about following threads] and seeing 
where it goes and what it becomes. If we were to 
make another game, or whatever Bandai Namco 
wants to do with Little Nightmares, there's this lore 
to get into and explore. 


Is it fair to say that Little Nightmares is essentially 
a classic children's story, but zoomed in a bit 
more, so you can see that some of these treasured 
stories are innately horrific? 

Roald Dahl was one I always came back to, because 
they were so dark, those stories. I never thought of it 
[when I was growing ир], but there was so much 
going on in there — it was horrific to have kids 
reading that stuff. And there were all these very old 
folk tales, the Grimm fairytales, all these really sad 
stories were part of our thinking. 

But alongside that, it was like, how do kids 
process the real world? When you throw them into 
these situations, and ask them to look around and 
see how adults behave with one another, how they 
treat one another, what they do to the world — kids 
are witness to that, and they have to process it, and 
then how do they survive? You generally give in, don't 
you? If you fight against it, or try and be something 
better than that world, it's an endless struggle. 
You're always fighting to not be consumed by that. 
And to me, that is one of the strongest themes 
running through what we've done. What does that do 
to Six in the first game, just being surrounded by 
parasites? That's the kind of stuff that we're thinking 
of more, rather than just allowing it to be dark. 
Because, you know, we're not the first to do that. 


Is there any hope in Little Nightmares? 

Sure, yeah, because there's children in there! That's 
what we found when we were creating these worlds 
and these characters — putting a kid in there changes 
the mix, changes the feeling. It's not just relentlessly 
bleak. There's some sort of glimmer of hope. Even 
there, though, if you think about how people have 
reacted to Greta Thunberg, who's an absolute hero, 
what she's putting up with — the vicious slander and 
venom coming her way when she's trying to save the 
planet is crazy. That's what they're facing — not just 
the pressures of living, but also people who don't 
want to make things better. It's amazing that kids 
like that keep going the way they are. B 
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РЕАУ 


Persona 5 Strikers 


he Japanese title, with hindsight, is closer to the 

mark. This fusion of Persona-style RPG and musou 

hack-and-slash is a real Scramble, a muddle of 
disparate elements that make sense individually but 
never manage to come together as a whole. It’s rescued 
by its irresistible style and a story that gives Persona 5 
players the opportunity to catch up with characters with 
whom they’ve spent a good hundred hours or more 
hanging out. If you want to know what Joker, Futaba, 
Makoto and the gang did next, you’ll be happy to join 
them on this 40-hour road trip from Shibuya to Osaka 
and beyond. If you’re a Switch owner looking for a 
musou game, however — well, you had a better option 
just a couple of months ago. 

Indeed, if Age Of Calamity felt as much a celebration 
of Breath Of The Wild as a prequel story, this is a 
gushing love letter to Persona 5. It sees Omega Force 
apparently so enamoured with the series it’s partnering 
with that its own identity fades into the background. So 
desperate is it to appropriate the JRPG’s rhythms that at 
times it slips into unintentional parody. Sure, Persona 
isn’t exactly shy when it come to cutscenes, but they’re 
а constant interruption here. The developer doesn’t just 
pause the action for key narrative moments, but to 
deliver the most perfunctory exposition — rather than 
the usual musou strategy of communicating key shifts 
in an ongoing conflict while you’re in the thick of it. 

Yet while most musou games are all about throwing 
yourself into the fray, Strikers would often rather you 
avoid conflict — or at least to be careful about how you 
initiate it. As you explore its metaverse Jails — similar 
to Persona 5’s Palaces, although these match the layouts 
of the cities in which you’ll find them — you’ll be asked 
to sneak around cautiously, zipping between cover 
positions to avoid raising the alert level. (You'll be 
kicked out if this reaches 100 percent, though there's no 
meaningful penalty besides.) The idea is to launch 
surprise attacks, ambushing guards and drones while 
you're perched above them, or darting out of cover 
when their backs are turned. Yet the small clusters of 
enemies that spawn when you strike first are often 
defeated within seconds with the classic All-out Attack. 

Longer encounters await, with minibosses and set- 
pieces where you're asked to protect Futaba while she 
hacks electronic locks, but the hybrid of realtime and 
turn-based fighting feels awkward and unintuitive in 
the early game, and predictable later on. As in the main 
game, Joker can amass a range of Personas, which can — 
in keeping with tradition — be fused and upgraded via 
the Velvet Room. Yet your limited SP meter means you 
can't really use them often, while the rest of the party 
being stuck with a single Persona makes them less 
flexible — unless theirs has an elemental attack to which 
your opponent is vulnerable. Otherwise you'll mostly 
rely on regular attack combos or environmental features 
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Developer Omega Force, P-Studio 
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Release Out now 


So desperate is 
it to appropriate 
the JRPG's 
rhythms that at 
times it slips into 
unintentional 


parody 


JUMP FORCED 

Each Jail has its own theme and 
gimmick — in frigid Sapporo, for 
example, you push ice blocks 
into enemies or else use them 
as platforms to reach high 
ledges, while in brief 
snowboarding sequences you 
barge through groups of 
enemies as you glide downhill. 
There are basic puzzles besides, 
the solutions to which are all 
but spelled out, and the odd bit 
of mandatory stealth where you 
need to avoid being spotted. All 
feel like half-hearted additions 
for the sake of variety, with the 
nadir being the clumsily 
implemented side-view 
platforming sequences in which 
you must dodge searchlights 
and other hazards. The best we 
can say about them is that 
they're short and easy; that 
being the case, we wonder 
why they're present at all. 


for a little variety: you can swing around lampposts, fire 
off giant crackers, and even detonate police cars for a 
crowd-pleasing bit of consequence-free anarchy. 

But the crowds here aren't particularly pleasing: 
you'll never rack up combos in the thousands, or even 
hundreds. And yet the battlefield gets visually messy: 
context-sensitive prompts can result in you pulling off 
the wrong move in the heat of the moment, and with 
the whole party wading in, the action isn't always easy 
to parse. That isn't a problem in most musou games, 
since you can usually withstand plenty of punishment. 
Not so here, however: you won't always know if you're 
under-levelled or under-equipped until an innocuous- 
looking trio of smiling Jack Frosts smack down one 
party member in three hits. At which point you realise 
that avoiding patrols altogether is a bad idea — and that 
the efficiency with which you dispatch your enemy is 
less about your combat skill and more your patience for 
grinding through dozens of underwhelming battles. 
There's plenty of style, but little sense of the 
momentum or escalation we expect from Omega Force. 


Still, what style. There's no denying Strikers looks 
and sounds the part, right down to its interface design; 
we find ourselves dipping into the menus just to watch 
the gorgeously animated transitions. The Phantom 
Thieves are, as ever, delightful company. And even 
larded with unnecessary filler, the story is absorbing 
enough to see you through to the finish. In each city, 
large groups of people have fallen victim to a collective 
delusion, the perpetrators (from a wannabe idol to an 
anxious author) having effectively brainwashed them en 
masse via an app that garners their unwavering support. 
Though the process is repetitive (a rudimentary 
investigation is followed by a trip into the metaverse for 
proof, before the source of the culprit's trauma is 
revealed, resulting in a boss battle against their shadow 
form), there's enough character work to invest you in 
these tales. Meanwhile, ongoing plot threads involving a 
detective who strikes a quid pro quo deal with the gang 
and an ambiguous AI that gains human form in the 
metaverse provide a strong narrative throughline. 

That, we suspect, will be enough for some, but the 
whiff of missed opportunity remains. Forging bonds 
with your friends feels less rewarding when it's earned 
through simple progression, while dialogue choices 
usually amount to three slightly different ways of saying 
the same thing. It's summed up by an early battle 
against an enemy horde where a cutscene intrudes, each 
of the Thieves pulling off dramatic moves before you're 
finally invited to *mop up" the handful that remain — a 
baffling choice that undercuts the musou power fantasy. 
The ingredients might sound tasty in isolation, but the 
recipe isn't quite right, leaving us with a dish В 
best described as ап attractive hotchpotch. 


There's а wonderful, heartwarming sequence in which the 
Phantom Thieves meet superfan Akane, who's oblivious to their real-world 
identities even as she broadcasts the latest news about their exploits 


Requests — side-objectives in 
which you're usually asked to 
defeat a given number of enemies 
or collect specific items — let you 
revisit Jails from previous cities, 
though others are unavailable 
once you've moved on. 

Your Showtime meter takes 
a little while to build, not least 
when you're swapping between 
four characters during combat, 
but they're the most satisfying 
way to finish off a boss fight. 

The Investigation sequences 
involve little more than finding the 
right conversations on which to 
eavesdrop for clues, but Persona 
has always captured the noise and 
bustle of urban spaces better than 
most, and Strikers is no different 


ack 


: 
antom Thieves are b 


So the Ph 


А ће 
you 
pid Alice? 


EDGE 101 


РЕАУ 


Gods Will Fall 


he Greek gods have had a pretty strong run in 

videogames of late, even with Kratos leaving 

Olympus behind for the equally well-trodden fields 
of Asgard. Gods Will Fall, though, is interested in a 
pantheon that’s rather less familiar: Ogmios, the 
Morrigan and other figures of Celtic mythology. They 
might not be names you recognise — not least because 
developer Clever Beans has squeezed in a few of its own 
invention, to help fill the gaps left by history — but 
they’re ones you’ll come to fear. 

Each god presides over their own realm, with 
thematically appropriate obstacles and enemies standing 
between you and them. For instance, harvest god Belenos 
is surrounded by burning fields of wheat, and protected 
by vassal troops who have taken the whole wicker-man 
concept and weaponised it. Fight your way to the centre, 
and you're faced with the god himself, an enormous moth 
by way of Lucasfilm’s creature design department. This 
boss fight is your chance to dethrone Belenos 
permanently, but fail and you'll find yourself back outside 
the door to his temple, down one of your eight warriors. 

Because the Celtic pantheon’s aren’t the only names 
that matter. At the start of each playthrough, Gods Will 
Fall cobbles together a new band of Celts, with just enough 
variety in the randomly assigned details to sell the idea 
that they’re yours. Yes, it’s the old XCOM trick dipped in 
woad, but we’ll be damned if it isn’t still effective. 

The star of our game is Floyd of Dinnage. His bare 
torso stained blue, clutching glowing twin maces 
hammered into shape in the Morrigan’s own divine forge, 
Floyd is a bona-fide godslayer. But this wasn’t always the 
case. Floyd’s story began in the dungeons of Ogmios, 
where he was felled while attempting to liberate an ally, 
before eventually getting saved himself. 

This last bit is vital. Gods Will Fall may style itself as a 
Roguelike, but death here isn’t permanent — at least not 
until you’ve lost all eight warriors, at which point the 
gods will retake their thrones and you’ll be handed a fresh 
group of strangers. Until that happens, though, there’s 
always the chance of rescue. Think of it like an 
anthropomorphised stash of extra lives, or the push from 
a bonfire or bench to reclaim that huge deposit of Souls 
or Geo you can’t afford to lose. Except here, the reward 
for success isn’t some abstract currency, it’s the return of 
that friend who previously pulled you out of hell. 


These are exactly the kinds of tales Gods Will Fall 

is keen to stoke, using every tool at its disposal. In text, 

it establishes relationships between characters — either 
pre-existing, as with a pair of siblings, or bonds that form 
due to your actions — and histories, such as a warrior 
terrified to face the god who stole her child. These are 
backed up with little visual flourishes (there’s this way 
Floyd has, after tearing down another god, of sliding out 
into the sunshine on his knees, like a child on a wedding 
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Combat is 
impressively 
muscular for 
a game that 
presents like 
a top-down 
dungeon 
crawler 


LUST FOR STRIFE 

Risk-reward design is 
everywhere in Gods Will Fall. It's 
in the gamble of which god's 
realm to try next; in the choice 
between rushing to the boss 
fight or hunting down every 
vassal to chip away at the god's 
omnipresent health bar. But 
most all, it's in the Bloodlust 
mechanic. This builds with each 
successful hit and parry, offering 
a chance to recover damage 
and temporarily boost attack. 
The twist is that it uses for its 
meter your empty health pips, 
meaning you can only tap into 
Bloodlust's power once you've 
been hurt. Along with the 
exponential way the meter fills, 
this encourages riding the lower 
end of the health bar as long as 
you dare, only squeezing the 
trigger and unleashing a roar 
once it's maxed out — or when 
you finally lose your nerve. 


dancefloor) and, yes, the occasional stat change. That 
grieving mother might take a hit to her health on entering 
the domain of her nemesis, but she later gains a boost as 
she finds her nerve. 

The game plants these narrative posts, then leaves the 
player to weave their own threads between them. Or you 
can ignore this aspect, and just relish the thrill of the 
fight, letting the skills and stat boosts that are dished out 
after a battle tickle a different part of your brain, the bit 
that enjoys seeing numbers go up. (Or, occasionally, down. 
As we grow a little too reliant on Floyd, he develops a 
taste for godflesh that ravishes his health bar. Continuing 
to indulge this hunger breaks his body, rendering him 
essentially useless. He rallies, eventually, just in time to 
bring those maces to bear on the skull of the final god.) 

The builds that emerge from these randomly assigned 
buffs are clear and characterful. Let's shift the spotlight 
away from Floyd, towards Erin of the Drumoak. Wielding 
a slow but heavy-hitting warhammer, Erin gains skills 
which enable dodges to knock down enemies and widen 
her parry window, pushing towards an evasive playstyle. 
Meanwhile, with the long reach of her spear and a skill 
that boosts the strength of thrown weapons, Keely of 
New Swale has never parried in her life. 

It'd be a waste never to engage with these systems — 
combat is impressively muscular for a game that presents 
like a top-down dungeon crawler, with cancels and 
interrupts creating a sense of momentum — but thankfully, 
that's not really an option. You could lose a favourite 
character at any moment, a risk that necessitates 
constant switching of playstyles. Faced with a new god 
and their realm, we send lesser warriors in first, canaries 
down the coalmine, only resorting to our favourite 
godkiller once we're familiar with every twist and turn. 

Those turns don't change too much, in truth. The 
dungeons are all handcrafted levels, with only the 
placement and number of enemies changing between 
playthroughs. Instead of procedurally generating levels, 
Gods Will Fall differentiates each new run by switching 
the difficulty of its gods. In a previous game, the sea god 
Boadannu might have given you no trouble. After falling 
to one of their kin, perhaps you rush back across the 
overworld to their domain to secure an early win — gods 
can be tackled in any order — only to find their minions 
have been hitting the weights since your previous run. 

It makes for an unusual take on the Roguelike, if it can 
even be called that. A successful run takes around eight 
hours, and with no Hades-style meta-progression, it's 
possible to manage it on your first go. Rather, shifting 
difficulty is just another tool Gods Will Fall uses to give a 
sense of ownership over your experience. Looked at this 
way, it makes sense that the game seems uninterested in 
drawing you back for a second attempt. Your story has 
been told, after all, and there's no replacing Floyd 
of Dinnage. Or whoever your hero is. 


ABOVE This semi-petrified deity is Krannus, god of wisdom. Specifically, 
wise enough to not bother fighting you when these two goat-faced 
cronies can do it on their behalf. Кгаппи hasn't moved for centuries 


METHIR-SHIRRAIDH 


MAIN Each god's realm has а 
strong visual identity. Methir- 
Shirraidh's is a particular standout, 
with a wonderfully bold colour 
scheme that puts us in mind of 
Mirror's Edge, of all things. 

ABOVE Fighting on narrow 
walkways adds an extra element 
of risk — and an opportunity to 
nudge tough enemies off the 

edge with a well-timed kick. 

LEFT The island overworld that 
connects the dungeons is rendered 
in thick brushstrokes, lending it a 
painterly, rural prettiness that's in 
stark contrast to the grotesque 
nature of the gods' designs 


ust what in the world is going on here? Gigantic 

fish float sleepy-eyed in a painted sky, their spines 

overrun with patchwork people and living 
machinery. Trees bristle with goggle-eyed insects built 
from the kind of junk you’d toss carelessly into a 
kitchen drawer. Not forgetting, of course, the sacred 
engine — the mysterious, ever-churning device at the 
heart of the planet where our young heroine lives with 
her robot friend Cubus. 

The shadow of Amanita Design looms large over 
Tohu — specifically that of Samorost, the point-and- 
click puzzler that epitomised everything great about the 
mid-2000s Flash game boom. While Tohu makes for a 
worthy successor to that era, Fireart Games seems 
uninterested in evolving too far beyond 2006. The 
studio’s playing it safe here, for better or worse. 

Cubus and the girl swap in and out to solve puzzles: 
he lifts the heavy stuff, while she chats to the locals and 
goes clambering around the game’s many perilous 
structures. It’s a neat gimmick, but it comes at a cost — 
since they never share the screen, you don’t really get 
any sense of their relationship. It’s an unusual missed 
opportunity for a game that otherwise works hard to 
pluck at your heartstrings. Puzzles are mostly confined 


Like the intricate city in Machinarium, the world of Tohu is overloaded 
with clutter and byzantine contraptions. Working your way through 
a level can sometimes feel like untangling a ball of Christmas lights 


Tohu 


Developer Fireart Games 

Publisher The Irregular Corporation 
Format PC, PS4, Stadia, Switch (tested), 
Xbox One 


Release Out now 


The game functions well 
enough on Switch, though 
dragging the pointer around 
with the analogue stick feels 
alternately laborious and fiddly 
depending on what you're 
trying to achieve. Touchscreen 
should be a more natural fit, but 
some of the delicate actions 
require a view unobscured by 
your own clumsy fingers. The 
best approach is to cuddle up 
with the handheld and go back 
and forth between the two. 


to a single screen, and these places are an absolute 
pleasure to linger in, to prod and squeeze and rattle 
until the problem resolves itself in some delightfully 
unexpected way. There are plenty of standout moments 
— fattening a disinterested lizard until it's big enough to 
pass for a dragon, for example, or reuniting a mutinous 
sailor with his pet parrot — padded out with a few 
overly familiar logic puzzles (liquid, different-sized 
beakers — you know the drill). 

Fireart banks on visual charm, and for the most part 
the investment pays off. You move from one fantastical 
vignette to another, never too stressed or terribly 
invested, but always happy to see what weird life form 
the designers will conjure up next. Cubus upstages 
everyone, arms swinging jauntily, spinning his head 
around on one finger. He's deeply pleased with himself, 
and you can't help but be deeply pleased with him. 

But for all its sweet simplicity, Tohu runs the risk of 
overexplaining itself, cramming in exposition when it 
would do better to sit back and let Christopher Larkin's 
excellent soundtrack do the talking. The Hollow Knight 
composer is on top form here, filling these captivating 
spaces with an eerie majesty that the plot itself can 
never quite match. Nevertheless, this is a cosy, likable 
affair. Bee-powered spaceships may require a high 
tolerance for whimsy, but climb on board and ІН 
you'll be taken on а very pleasant ride. 
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ithout wishing to get reductive about the 

publisher’s house style, when you play a 

Devolver game you can usually expect things 
to go crunch and splat. In that regard, Olija lives up to 
its billing. Encounters are nasty, brutish and (mostly) 
short, with a brilliant main weapon and several powerful 
sidearms that make brisk work of your opponents — 
whether you run them through, slam them against walls 
and floors, or kick them into the air before launching 
yourself into them at great velocity. Yet in other ways, 
it’s far from your archetypal Devolver joint: underneath 
its grim surface beats the heart of an old-fashioned 
swashbuckler, a story-led adventure that doesn’t want 
its challenge to get in the way of you reaching The End. 

In other words, one or two exhilaratingly intense boss 

battles aside, you won’t encounter too many roadblocks 
here. That’s partly because Olija’s combat prioritises 
flexibility, momentum and style over difficulty. At the 
heart of it is a sacred harpoon, which doubles as a 
grapple — latching onto one-eyed blobs that act as living 
hooks, but also enemies, letting you hurl it from range 
or keep hold and zip straight to them. It gives battles a 
kinetic charge, and a degree of freedom that’s rare in 2D 
action-platformers; you’ll dart up, down and across to 


You'll encounter а few allies on your journey, from a wandering musician 
to the elderly boatman who ferries you between islands. A large horn by 
each pier lets you call him to your location, but don't blow it too often 


Developer Skeleton Crew Studio, 
Thomas Olsson 

Publisher Devolver Digital 
Format PC (tested), PS4, Switch, 
Xbox One 


Release Out now 


You're unlikely to get lost on 
these cursed islands, though 
most areas offer branching 
paths and secrets tucked away, 
from music boxes to treasure 
chests containing loot that can 
be traded for hats and 
upgrades. Your main side 
objective involves rescuing your 
crewmates, who've all been 
strung up in cages that need 
cutting down. Once saved, 
they'll return to populate the 
game's hub area which becomes 
a bustling port — giving you an 
extra incentive to find them all. 


dodge projectiles and attacks, occasionally pulling out a 
rapier or crossbow when retrieving the harpoon would 
be too dangerous. You'll fill your combo meter quickly, 
and emptying it releases an attack of devastating force: 
try firing your musket when it's maxed out. 

Between these thrills, it tells a bleak tale in a world 
that pulses with menace, evoked through a combination 
of characterful pixel art and exceptional sound design 
(the guttural voices slowly sounding out protagonist 
Faraday's name are shudderingly effective). Yet there are 
sparks of life amid all this death and decay, with humour 
and even romance thrown in — one swordfight doubles 
as playful flirtation. Sharply honed set-pieces introduce 
puzzle elements and races against time, with a horror- 
inflected sequence forcing you to fend off an army of 
zombie-like lost souls as you sprint for your boat. 

It's snappily edited, too — any journey the game 
deems meaningless is cut out entirely, with Faraday 
often waking up back in his bed after each voyage — 
though at times it's pared almost to the bone. A few 
mechanics feel underexplored: equippable hats, for 
example, convey a variety of buffs, though there's rarely 
any need to switch out the health-leeching crocodile- 
skin cap. Still, it's testament to what's there that Olija 
leaves you wanting more — and Faraday's enthralling 
quest is up there with the best games Devolver m 
has published to date. 
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e plonk down in front of the monitors and 

scrub through the footage once more. Is that 

movement on camera one? No, just a visual 
glitch from fast-forwarding the recording. We wind back, 
let it run and lean in close. АП is still for 20 seconds. 
Then, suddenly, a tiny flash of white between the trees, 
hopping right to left. Pause. Zoom in. Pan left. Play. It 
darts behind a rock, and we smile; that's exactly where 
we've put camera two. Sure enough, there it is on the 
second monitor, scampering into a hollow. It might be 
just three seconds, but that's all we need. We jump up 
and head out again, picking up camera one and moving it 
deeper inside what we now realise is a tunnel. Running 
back, we settle down again to review our findings. At 
last, we've found the squirrel's drey. But hold on a 
minute. Zoom. Enhance. Are those sticks of dynamite? 

This fascinating surveillance game is full of 

moments like this: intriguing discoveries that result 
from quite a bit of mundane trial-and-error donkey 
work. You're a field researcher, ostensibly recruited to 
study the behaviour of squirrels: their home is under 
threat, but if you can record some of their (reportedly 
unusual) activities, you might just be able to save the 
space for them to live in. Each morning you set out, 


Foley artist Almut Schwacke is Nuts' other ace in the hole — her effects 
create a wholly convincing woodland soundscape, and she also delivers 
a fine turn as the player-character's footage-requesting boss, Nina 


PLAY 


Nuts 


Developer Joon, Pol, Muutsch, 
Char & Torfi 


Publisher Noodlecake 
Format 105, PC (tested), Switch 
Release Out now 


DOCTORED DREY 

Nuts might have launched first 
on Apple Arcade, but we'd 
caution you against playing the 
iOS version. The interface has 
clearly been designed for PC, 
and its small-screen incarnation 
doesn't come close to taking 
advantage of the portable 
format. The awkward virtual 
controls are bad enough, but 
the microscopic text on iPhone 
is barely readable without 
pressing your nose against the 
screen. It's still playable, but 
this is comfortably the worst 
way to experience the game. 


starting with one camera before getting your hands on 
a second and third, positioning them to capture the 
animals' movements. Your GPS tracker lets you know 
their starting point, but it's your job to see where they 
go next. By night, you review the recordings, hopefully 
getting enough clues to reposition the cameras the 
following day and grab a few more seconds of valuable 
footage. Then, when you've fulfilled your current 
request, you print off a scan of the video and fax it to 
your enigmatic employer. 

Your job steadily gets more demanding. When one 
squirrel meets up with two others, you're asked to trace 
their movements back to their starting point, while 
another asks you to take clear snaps at specific 
timestamps. There's an element of fortune that can 
make it feel like you're being artificially stalled at times, 
the sense of a slender but admittedly engrossing story 
being padded out hard to fully shake. Yet that sense of 
dull routine makes the disruptions and discoveries land 
with greater force; a phone call at an unexpected 
moment prompts an involuntary shiver, the unsettling 
ambience heightened by your subjects' inscrutable 
behaviour and artist Pol Clarissou's evocative use of 
bold, flat colours. There's something strange in these 
woods, and even as you curse those elusive bushy-tailed 
rodents, you'll be unable to resist finding out м 
what strange secrets Nuts has squirrelled away. 7 
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Conspiracy! 


fter two games of deduction set around fictional — Developer/publisher Tim Sheinman theorists). It extends its tendrils into the real world, 
Format PC 
Release Out now 


music scenes, Tim Sheinman turns his hand to too, not just in the themes it explores, but by having its 


satire, taking his cue — or should that be Q? — 
from US politics in this piercingly relevant and queasily 
compelling detective puzzler. You’re cast as the 
president’s lawyer, seeking to uncover an apparent 
deep-state plot to control the southern states. To do 
so, you comb through emails, transcripts and private 
memos while listening to audio recordings to find a 
connection between 20 disparate incidents spread 
across several years. Ranging from the purchase of 
rigged Ecuadorian voting machines to an accident 
involving a Georgia congressman and the president’s 
own claim of his limo being bugged, each is represented 


clues refer to dates, places and events that will have you 
tabbing out to Google the solutions. It’s a rare game 
where prior knowledge of a certain pop star’s birthday 
makes for swifter progress. Sheinman has clue-giving 
off to a fine art, ensuring you’ve always got just enough 
information to proceed, so you'll still get that Obra 
Dinn-like buzz of satisfaction when your suggested 
dates are confirmed. Sure, once you've got the first five, 
it gets steadily easier — at times you might wonder if 
these secrets could be buried a little deeper — but that 
feeling of an incomplete picture coming into sharp 
focus remains captivating throughout. 


by a blank Polaroid; it's your job to attach the month Visit Sheinman's Itch.io page Indeed, even as it satirises the fanaticism that led to 
and year to each event, the images revealed and further (search for ‘Owl Skip’) to sift the recent attempted insurrection in the US, with its 
clues unlocked when you correctly identify five at once. шог о 2. The — nods to 5G mania and electoral fraud, Conspiracy! 

Like Sheinman’s previous games, Conspiracy! is set releases, which include Family- | demonstrates how someone might fall under the spell 
within a single screen, but establishes a convincing originally featured in This Month of these wild theories. In combining our innate ability 
picture of a world beyond those boundaries through a On Edge last year — and Rivals, to recognise patterns with the allure of a good story, it 


which follows the careers of 


E allows us a glimpse into the mindset of someone who 
two fictional alt-country 


combination of witty, economical writing and robust 


voice acting (he's even managed to secure the services musicians. Among the browser- Might seek out links between unconnected events to 
of Jon Ronson for the game's first tape, as the journalist ^ based freebies, Life's A Pitch hits confirm their innermost fears or prejudices. We're not 
relays a meeting with one of the game’s fictional close to home: you play a saying it'll make you understand the more virulent 


freelance game journalist who 


: strains of Trumpism, but playing ав a surrogate Rudy 
Not the most exciting screenshot in Edge history, but taking one from later — ust respond quickly to 


in the game would spoil the solutions. Your reward for tying everything tweeted pitch requests from Giuliani for a couple of hours turns out to be a far 
together is a satirical country song from musician Hattie Snooks website editors. better use of your time than you’d expect. 
eee ee a rr encanta mars andi 
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А Plague Tale: 
Innocence 


How killer rodents helped us see the light 
By Јом BAILES 


Developer Asobo Studio Publisher Focus Home Interactive Format РС, PS4, Xbox One Release 2019 
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here’s а scene in А 
Plague Tale that’s truly 
a picture of innocence. 
Perhaps the only one. 
Two teens, highborn 
protagonist Amicia 
and poor thief Melie, 
work to liberate an 
abandoned castle from swarms of killer rats, 
guiding them into pits with flaming braziers. 
As Amicia strains to lever the metal 
contraptions, she imagines herself an 
Amazon warrior, and narrates a battle 
against invading hordes. Melie resists the 
charade — she’s the game’s modern 
conscience, cynical, wary of status — but 
then begins to embellish the fantasy herself. 
In that moment they forget who they are. 
They’re just two children playing. 

Titles stapled together with a colon 
often feel unwieldy, but A Plague Tale 
justifies its subtitle. It’s the thematic glue 
that binds the adventure together, and 
makes it sticky. Yes, this is a tale of kids 
thrust into a diseased adult world, fighting 
to restore an innocence lost. But it’s also 
mething darker, about how thin the 
neer of innocence is, and how it may rest 
stubborn blindness to injustice and 
suffering. Innocence, this tale suggests, isn’t 
so much a gift of childhood as of privilege, 
rendered hollow by an unseen human cost. 

Amicia de Rune and her five-year-old 
brother Hugo, sheltered offspring of a 
14th-century French lord, аге ideal 
specimens to convey such ideas. Amicia is 
carefree and curious, treating life as an 
adventure, only complaining that she 
doesn’t see her parents much. Her mother, 
in particular, is occupied with Hugo, the boy 
afflicted with an unnamed condition that 
keeps him confined to his quarters. 

The idyll doesn’t last. When murderous 
Inquisition knights penetrate the de Rune 
estate, Amicia and Hugo are forced to flee, 
leaving their parents for dead. The pair 
barely know each other, let alone the land 
beyond their cosy bubble. Amicia 1$ 
frantically resourceful. Hugo is panicky and 
prone to headaches. He’s smart and well- 
spoken, but ignorant of social rules. He 
knows a lot about flowers. He doesn’t know 
if you’re allowed to pick an apple from a tree. 

Their journey attracts other youngsters, 
like а desperate Katamari glomming 


together social leftovers. There's Lucas, апи 


alchemist’s apprentice, who furnishes MM 


with weaponised chemical compounds. 
There’s Melie and her twin, Arthur, found 
looting corpses on an exhausted battlefield. 
And Rodric, a beefy blacksmith’s son, adrift 
since the Inquisition murdered his father. 

Aristocrats, a scholar, a tradesman, 
vagabonds — a full class spectrum for the 
narrative to play with. They’re free from 
concerns of social status, but habits die 
hard. Amicia’s noble cause takes precedence 
by default, the new boys automatically | 
falling into line. Arthur wants to impress 
her and Rodric acts as hired muscle, while 
Lucas dutifully attends Hugo’s medical 
needs. Melie is the sharp one who spies the 
unspoken hierarchy in the makeshift team. 

A Plague Tale tangles its strong 
undercurrent of assumed privilege with our 
expectations as players. We're used to the 
privilege of the lead role, often playing as 
some kind of chosen one with special 
powers whose life simply matters more than 
anyone else's. We appreciate our NPC allies, 
but they're disposable (with regret) if it 
comes to it, while the fates of our enemies 
warrant barely a moment's thought. 

As Amicia and Hugo sneak from their 
home, they see their faithful servants being 
slaughtered. It's horrifying, but useful for a 
silent getaway, as the help entertain 
Inquisition swords with their torsos and 
throats. Later, on that battlefield, strewn 
with Anglo-French decay, the children walk 
over bodies and forget to register anything 
but disgust. On finding that abandoned 
castle, it feels like the new home they 
deserve, worth fixing up for as long as it's 
fun. At each turn, we share their sentiments. 


Everything about А Plague Tale 
speaks of class contrast, even its own 
position in game publishing’s caste system. 
It’s no indie pauper by any means, but less 
lavish than the peers that inspire it — 
notably The Last Of Us, with its tell-tale 
cover furniture, pushable crates and upgrade 
benches. As а petit-bourgeois trier, it's 
destined for scant attention next to genre 
royalty. And yet, unconstrained by the 
pressures of extraordinary wealth, its lean 
flexibility makes it worth a look. 

It certainly presents itself with an air of 
quality. There’s a spark in the eyes of its 


Amicia's sling is the only tool 
she needs. It's ideal for breaking 
chains to dislodge crates and 
obstacles, as well as for combat 
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characters, alongside immaculately blushed 
skin and wispy hair. Its medieval brick 
houses and farmyard huts are beautifully 
decorated with spattered mud and blackened 
apples. Assuredly childlike voiceovers avoid 
the comic pitfalls of French-accented 


English. Olivier Deriviére’s menacing score 
stabs drama into proceedings. 


The frame underneath is a little more 
rudimentary, but as more opulent games sag 
decadently, A Plague Tale stays focused. 
Mechanics are mechanical. The vulnerable 
Hugo is reined in by Amicia’s firm grip, only 
unlatching when the coast is clear. Blankets 
of rats react obediently to flame or flesh. 
Blinkered guards march clockwork routes, 
easily diverted by sounds and ready to bow 
down dead as required. It’s all geared to 
grease the delivery of TV-length episodes. 
Workmanlike? Yes. It gets the job done. 


THE PLAGUE ITSELF, 


THE ONE PROCEDURAL FLOURISH 
THE RATS, 


does this symbolise if not some kind of rot 
in the core of hereditary nobility? The rats 
aren’t the cause, they’re the symptom, 
arriving to squeak the death of innocence 
amid France’s poverty and sickness. 

Sure, the plague is a great leveller, 
munching through townhouses as much as 
monasteries and peasant holdings. But, as 
always, those with power seek to turn crisis 
into opportunity. The Grand Inquisitor 
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INSATIABLE OCEAN OF CHITTERING GREY 


The one procedural flourish is the plague 
itself, the rats, an insatiable ocean of 
chittering grey, spilling over unlit ground. 
Their presence remains unnerving after 
you learn to exploit their photophobia, 
even in a late twist that sees you wade 
through the multitude unharmed. This 
horror brings innocence into focus ready for 
dissection, right from the opening chapter, 
as Amicia, her father and dog, Lion, hunt in 
a sunlit forest. A peaceful scene. Joyful. 
Innocent? When Lion is dragged 
underground by the unseen predators, 
Amicia’s idyll is shattered. 

As the tale unfurls, we learn that this 
supernatural infestation is linked to Hugo’s 
condition. The naïve, sheltered youngster 
has an ancient gift/curse of affinity to 
rodents that is expressed in the family 
bloodline every handful of centuries. What 


wants Hugo’s blood so he can access the gift 
himself, and in the battle for status the poor 
will pay the greatest price. 


A Plague Tale isn’t so crass as to imply 
that Hugo and Amicia are responsible for 
social disparity. Instead it traces a thin line 
between oblivious advantage and treading 
on others by convention, and starting to 
enjoy it. Like many stealth games, it can 
only keep its heroes on the defensive for so 
long, squatting in tall grass and smashing 
diversionary pots. Eventually it has to resort 
to violence. And it seems fitting, even once 
the body count exceeds plausibility. 
Amicia’s skill with a sling would put 
David to shame. In a game of unfussy rules, 
lethal headshots are easy to pinpoint. First 
it’s a slow drip, starting deep into chapter 
two. A peasant wielding a sickle. Nowhere to 


Each child who joins 

your little band of the 
dispossessed has a useful 
skill, such as lockpicking or 
melee takedowns. Even 
Hugo is able to help out by 
crawling into small spaces 


While progress is strictly 
linear, it's always worth 
exploring each location for 
hidden stashes of ammo and 
handy crafting materials 


run. Do or die. The kill leaves Amicia 
shaken. Then another, an armoured, grief- 
stricken father, convinced she and Hugo are 
the cause of the plague. “Don’t make me do 
this,” Amicia screams. 

That’s all for a time, as attention shifts 
towards the rats. But the floodgates will 
open. A few chapters later you stall on a 
grisly realisation, faced with helmeted 
soldiers carrying lanterns to ward off the 
rodents. Slingshot smashes lantern, and the 
swarm rushes in to devour its prey. “It’s 
horrible,” Amicia says, but she’s hardening. 
Soon she’ll be rampaging through an English 
military camp, cracking skulls with a quip. 

Later, armed with explosives, corrosives 
and rat attractants, Amicia improvises 
dozens of kills. An absurd escalation, yet 
one befitting her status. She shifts from 
cowering to destroying, lighting fires to 
putting them out, shooing rats away to 


The second half of the 
story separates Amicia 
and Hugo at key points, 
including one chapter that 
places you in youngster 
Hugo's tiny shoes 


directing their lethal fury. She takes back 
control as nobles like she and Hugo are 
supposed to, raining retribution on peasants 
and military conscripts. They're rarely guilty 
of more than acting on startled instinct, or 
begrudgingly following orders. But they 
should know their place, at the bottom of 
the digital food chain. 

It’s Hugo, the male heir, who finally 
wields the most terrifying 
surrounding himself with vermin that bend 
to his will. He’ll use that ability to 
extinguish the Inquisition, before mercifully 
banishing the plague. By then, Arthur and 
Rodric are dead, having sacrificed 
themselves for the cause. Or, more 
accurately, for Amicia. The de Rune kids 
reunite with their mother and depart with 
Lucas to seek a new home. Riding a hired 
carriage, Amicia and Hugo return to playful 
exuberance, their performed innocence once 
again blocking out the country around them. 
Most telling of all is the absence in this 
final scene: Melie. Her brother gone, she 
opts for self-reliance rather than playing 
castles with the de Runes. Hugo believes it’s 
because she’s afraid of his power. But 
perhaps that’s not what most worries her. 
She would have noted the casualties — 
Arthur and Rodric, working-class 
expendables — and understood that she 
would be the next noble sacrifice. Melie’s 
bond with Amicia could only bloom amid 
the postponement of status in that ruined 
castle. A brief moment of innocence buried 
forever Бу the return of normality. № 
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Super Mario 3D World 


Developer/publisher Nintendo (EPD) Format Switch Release Out now 


he least beloved of the 3D Marios? It sure feels 

that way; certainly with 3D Land having been 

reappraised as a connoisseur’s choice. Sunshine 
still has its supporters, though the recent remaster 
may have been sobering for those harbouring rose- 
tinted memories of it being the pick of the bunch. The 
two Galaxy games, Odyssey and 64 remain the serious 
title contenders. But 3D World? Some say it’s the 
weakest — its run button and 12-way movement not 
ideally suited to 3D platforming, its course design 
compromised to accommodate four players — but it’s 
more about the hardware it was made for: debuting on 
Wii U, it barely stood a chance. On Switch, with the 
elongated title Super Mario 3D World + Bowser’s Fury, 
it’s all but guaranteed to enjoy a new lease of life. 

Indeed, Mario seems to have a real spring in his 

step here. The main game has had a tangible speed 
boost, which makes it worth revisiting even for those 
who conquered the infamous Champion’s Road. 
There’s online multiplayer now, too — all the more 
encouragement to play in a group, and indulge in a 
little (un)friendly competition as four of you fight over 
that coveted crown. But the real draw is Bowser’s Fury, a 
surprising aside that will last you a good afternoon at 
least, certainly if you keep playing beyond the credits. 


It’s an odd mix of flavours: its archipelago setting 
recalls Sunshine, while its free-roaming approach is 
more like Odyssey, but with 3D World’s controls. Its 
islands host bite-sized challenges that invite you to 
complete obstacle courses to reach the lighthouses at 
their peak, defeat groups of enemies or mini-bosses 
from the main game, or retrieve five scattered tokens. 
And for some reason everything has cat ears. 

But it’s the headline act that makes the biggest 
difference. A mysterious black goop has turned Bowser 
into a kaiju-sized menace that pops up sporadically, 
heralded by storm clouds that encourage you to race 
for cover, or head towards the next Cat Shine — the 
light from which has him retreating back into the ooze. 
Snag enough of these and you'll reveal a Giga Bell, a 
power-up that grows Cat Mario to Brobdingnagian 
proportions, so Bowser can pick on someone his own 
size. The ensuing fights are dramatic, particularly 
towards the end as the skies turn red and Bowser's 
attack patterns shift, while a thrilling climactic pursuit 
brings aquatic friend Plessie into play. With a co-op 
mode that allows a second player to join in as unlikely 
ally Bowser Jr, it's a bonus mode that feels anything but 
throwaway, a fine complement to a game that earns its 
second shot at becoming your new favourite Mario. № 
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